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Foreword
Restoration! What a blessed word! It calls to mind the thought that
the lost can be found, the wayward can be restored, the sinner can
be forgiven.
The theme for this year’s lectures is a fitting companion to the
theme in 2010. Last year our writers focused on the period of Babylonian captivity and the many practical lessons that can be learned
from such an awful time. We have watched the relevance of that
theme be played out vividly before our eyes as the United States of
America has slipped deeper and deeper into moral decay. Now we
will be reminded that God had a plan all along to restore his people
if they would but turn back to him.
Return with me, dear reader, to the days when Israel was restored
to the Promised Land under the leadership of Zerubbabel, Ezra, and
Nehemiah. Be instructed and exhorted by Haggai, Zechariah, and
Malachi. Be encouraged and exhilarated by the profound descriptions
of our great God and the fulfillment of his prophecies and promises
in Isaiah and Jeremiah. Weep and mourn with God’s prophets as you
are reminded how those whom God restored fell away again. Rejoice
in the thought that God has promised a final restoration.
To those of us who claim to be the spiritual descendants of the
great Restoration Movement of the nineteenth century, these lessons
could not be timelier. The applications drawn by our writers from the
Old Testament books devoted to the period of restoration are sorely
needed in every generation. We would do well to heed them lest we,
too, fall after the same examples of unbelief and disobedience, and
miss the true meaning of restoration after all. As one of our writers
so aptly described it, “True restoration is an ongoing work.”
H. E. “Buddy” Payne
President
Florida College
Temple Terrace, Florida
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Preface
The 2011 Florida College Lectureship presents studies based on the
Old Testament story of Judah’s return from captivity. This year’s series serves as a sequel to the 2010 lectureship that dealt with the
crisis of living in a time of captivity. The lessons presented here deal
with the great theme of restoration and the need for God’s power
and guidance in any restoration effort. Thus they are especially relevant and vital for those of us who are committed to the ideal of
restoration of primitive Christianity in our time.
The lessons in the series are arranged around the biblical texts
associated with that original story of restoration, and highlight the
important challenges facing God’s people then and now. Tuesday’s
lectures focus on the era of Zerubbabel (Ezra 1–6; Haggai; Zechariah 1–8); Wednesday’s lectures on the era of Ezra (7–10) and Nehemiah; and Thursday’s lectures deal with the era of Malachi and the
distant future of God’s people (Isaiah 40–66). The evening lectures
are drawn from the inspiring themes of Isaiah 40–66.
We wish to express our appreciation to those whose studies appear in this volume. They have given generously of themselves so
that we can reap the benefits of their labor.
Once again, this lectureship program is the culmination of the
efforts of a number of good people. Many thanks especially to my
colleagues in the Biblical Studies department—Colly Caldwell, Tom
Hamilton, Jason Longstreth, David McClister, Ray Madrigal, Doy
Moyer, Tommy Peeler, and Nathan Ward—for their invaluable contributions to the development of this program. I am honored to
count them as my fellow workers and friends, and am indebted to
them as always for their part in this annual project. Thanks also to
Nathan Ward, director of the Florida College Press, for his work in
the preparation of this volume for publication.
Our prayer is that these lessons will be a special blessing to all

ix

x

✦

Preface

who read them, and that they will be used to the furthering of the
cause of Christ and the glory of God.
Daniel W. Petty
Chairman, Biblical Studies
Florida College
Temple Terrace, Florida

Part One
The Evening Lectures

“Come Out From Among Them”
God’s Call to Restoration
Buddy Payne
The theme of our lectureship this year is restoration. That theme
stands alone as a powerful and encouraging message from God
to his beleaguered people. It is a theme that stirs our hearts with
hope and anticipation. Restoration brings to mind thoughts of renewal, revival, and reestablishment; the return of something to its
original condition; a putting back into of a former position or a
former dignity.
It becomes even more powerful when examined as a companion
to last year’s theme, “Living in Captivity: God’s People in a Time
of Crisis.” To the Israelites who had spent seventy years in captivity in foreign lands, many of whom had experienced or witnessed
unspeakable horrors, God’s call to return to their homeland where
he would restore their special relationship with him and lead them
again like a shepherd was a message of immense comfort and joy.
This lesson is built around one such call given by God through his
prophet Isaiah recorded in Isaiah 52:1–12. Let’s examine this beautiful passage carefully, learn its lessons for the people of that day, and
then apply the principles to the twenty-first century.
Themes From Isaiah Relating to Restoration
The major theme of Isaiah is that the Lord will raise up a king who
will rule in righteousness (McGuiggin 31). Closely related is the
theme that God controls history, but he does so with impartiality
and in such a way that men and nations have a role in their own destiny (see Isaiah 10:15f as it relates to Israel and Assyria, and Jeremiah
18:1–12 where the principle is clearly delineated). Thus, “He labors in
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history to bring about blessing for all nations…and only punishes a
nation when they give Him no alternative” (McGuiggin 35).
According to Isaiah (chs. 13–23) all the heathen nations, from the
greatest to the least, were to be judged and brought to an end before
the coming of the spiritual king and his kingdom. Israel would be
carried off into Assyrian captivity (9:8–10:11) and Judah into Babylonian captivity (39:1–8).
But another great theme, used in Isaiah and Jeremiah more
than other prophets, is the theme of a remnant. The Lord of hosts
would leave them a remnant which would return to the Mighty God,
though the bulk of them would be cut off. He would recover the remnant from among many nations, and there would be a highway for
them as there was for Israel when they came out of Egypt (Isa. 1:9;
10:20–22; 11:11, 16; 37:32).
The final theme in Isaiah relating to restoration is the servant
theme. As Messiah’s mission is unfolded in Isaiah 49, he is called
“My Servant,” in whom God would be glorified. Here God reveals
that he has a greater mission for his servant than just “restoring the
preserved ones of Israel.” His servant would also be “a light to the
Gentiles, that He should be My salvation to the ends of the earth”
(49:6). The beautiful picture of restoration in Isaiah 49:8–26 provides
a joyous backdrop to God’s call to his remnant, his spiritual Zion in
Isaiah 52:1–12, to which passage we now turn our attention.
Awake, awake! Put on your strength, O Zion; Put on your beautiful garments, O Jerusalem, the holy city! For the uncircumcised and the unclean shall no longer come to you. Shake yourself from the dust, arise;
Sit down, O Jerusalem! Loose yourself from the bonds of your neck, O
captive daughter of Zion! For thus says the Lord: “You have sold yourselves for nothing, and you shall be redeemed without money.” For thus
says the Lord God: My people went down at first into Egypt to dwell
there; then the Assyrian oppressed them without cause. Now therefore,
what have I here,” says the Lord, “That My people are taken away for
nothing? Those who rule over them make them wail,” says the Lord.
“And My name is blasphemed continually every day. Therefore My people shall know My name; therefore they shall know in that day that I
am He who speaks: ‘Behold, it is I.’” How beautiful upon the mountains
are the feet of him who brings good news, who proclaims peace, who
brings glad tidings of good things, who proclaims salvation, who says
to Zion, “Your God reigns!” Your watchmen shall lift up their voices,
with their voices they shall sing together; for they shall see eye to eye

“Come Out From Among Them”

✦

5

when the Lord brings back Zion. Break forth into joy, sing together,
you waste places of Jerusalem! For the Lord has comforted His people,
He has redeemed Jerusalem. The Lord has made bare His holy arm in
the eyes of all the nations; and all the ends of the earth shall see the salvation of our God. Depart! Depart! Go out from there, touch no unclean
thing; go out from the midst of her, be clean, you who bear the vessels
of the Lord. For you shall not go out with haste, nor go by flight; for the
Lord will go before you, and the God of Israel will be your rear guard.

In this prophecy of Israel’s restoration, surely the captive sons
and daughters of Zion would be caught up in the exhilaration of its
message. God called on them to awake and put on their strength
and their beautiful garments when they were in a position of weakness and in the dress of captives in a foreign land. He urged them
to shake themselves from the dust and loose themselves from the
bonds around their necks in the midst of their humiliation.
Even though their oppressors were making them wail and were
blaspheming God’s name continually, a bleak picture indeed, God
painted a beautiful vision of redemption for Israel—the herald would
come bounding over the mountains with good news of peace and salvation, “Your God reigns!”, celestial watchers would sing together, Jerusalem would break forth into joy, and all the ends of the earth would
see the salvation of their God when the Lord brought Zion back.
We will be rejoicing with them this week as we examine more
closely the three periods of restoration of the nation of Israel under first Zerubbabel, then Ezra, and finally Nehemiah. God fulfilled
his promises to earthly Israel even though they turned back to their
worldly ways many times even in the midst of the restoration! We
will come to learn how many lessons there are for us in this and related passages. God is also lifting up his spiritual Israel (Rom. 9:6–8;
11:25–27) with this great promise of deliverance.
Think of some lessons from the symbols, shadows, and types
written for our learning in verses 1–10:
1. Zion (Jerusalem) in Isaiah is symbolic of God’s people (his
church) under the new covenant. Thus, in prospect, the prophet’s
call for restoration rings down through the centuries to God’s people of our present day.
2. We, too, are called upon to put on our beautiful garments—the
beautiful garment of devotion that comes from a reverent and submissive heart and manifests itself in acceptable worship; the beauti-
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ful garment of humble service founded in faithfulness to our great
God and demonstrated in a loss of self in the face of the needs of
others; the beautiful garment of strength which would rather suffer
for his sake than succumb to the pleasures of sin for a season.
3. Today, as then, “How beautiful are the feet of those who preach
the gospel of peace, who bring glad tidings of good things!” (Rom.
10:15). How much more blessed we are who have been privileged to
see “so great a salvation, which at the first began to be spoken by the
Lord, and was confirmed to us by those who heard Him” (Heb. 2:4)
and which salvation “angels desired to look into” (1 Pet. 1:10–12).
Surely today, as then, it is God’s intent that all the ends of the earth
see the salvation of our God (Matt. 28:18–20).
During our week together, immersed in the words of Isaiah, Ezra,
Nehemiah, Haggai, Zechariah, and Malachi, we will learn not only
the historical events associated with the original restoration movement of Judah’s return from captivity, we will see many additional
vivid lessons needed for restoration in our time. For the purposes of
this lesson, let us turn our attention to the key theme enunciated in
the title, “Come Out From Among Them” from Isaiah 52:11–12.
God’s Call for the Restoration of Israel
In Isaiah’s prophetic view, the time had come for God’s people to
leave the foreign lands of their captivity and return to the promised
land which their forefathers had forfeited so many years before due
to their stubborn rebellion against the very God who had led them
out of Egypt and into that land. The Lord had stirred up the spirit of
Cyrus, king of Persia, to issue a decree for God’s people to “go up to
Jerusalem, which is in Judah, and build the house of the Lord God of
Israel…which is in Jerusalem” (Ezra 1:2–4).
Foreseeing Cyrus’ decree and trusting firmly in God’s promises, Isaiah calls on God’s people to “Depart, Depart! Go out from
there… Go out from the midst of her….” (52:11). In leaving, Israel
was not to take with them any of the defilements associated with
their Babylonian and Persian captivity. In fact, they were not to
touch anything unclean.
The idea of forbidding the touching of unclean things was very familiar to an Israelite. The Law of Moses contained many references
to unclean things and becoming unclean by contact with unclean
things (see Lev. 7:20–21; 11:1–47 as examples). It specified the ac-
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tions needed to be cleansed so as to rejoin the camp and normal
life, so as to be right with God again. In some cases such defilement
required the death penalty. Israel knew the seriousness of contact
with unclean things!
Isaiah called upon those “who bear the vessels of the Lord” to
be purified. Again, Israelites knew well God’s requirements for the
cleansing (purification) of the priests and Levites who bore the vessels of the tabernacle (see Num. 8:1–26). In this call to restoration,
God calls for the restoration of purity among his priests and Levites.
Repeatedly in the book of Leviticus, either before or after the
proclamation of the detailed laws concerning uncleanness or impurity, the Lord said through Moses, “You shall be holy, for I the
Lord your God am holy” (11:44–45; 19:2). The words for “holy” in
both Hebrew (kadesh) and Greek (hagios) have the same basic, root
meaning—namely “set apart, separated.” The word “sanctify” is a
translation of these same Hebrew and Greek words and carries the
same root idea.
The holy God’s call for Israel’s restoration is a call to “touch no
unclean thing…[to] be clean” (Isa. 52:11); it is a call to reestablish the
laws the holy God had given through Moses, this God who is absolutely separate from all that is unclean whether morally or ceremonially. Israel was to come out from among the heathen nations, to
renew temple worship, to revive the nation from the rubble of Jerusalem, to reestablish strict obedience to God’s laws through Moses,
to restore Israel to its former position of separation from the unclean
things around them in preparation for the coming Messiah.
God’s Deliverance of Us from Captivity
We, too, are captives in a foreign land. The apostle Paul describes
our condition as follows: “And a servant of the Lord must not quarrel but be gentle to all, able to teach, patient, in humility correcting those who are in opposition, if God perhaps will grant them
repentance, so that they may know the truth, and that they may
come to their senses and escape the snare of the devil, having been
taken captive by him to do his will” (2 Tim. 2:24–26). “I find then a
law, that evil is present with me, the one who wills to do good. For
I delight in the law of God according to the inward man. But I see
another law in my members warring against the law of my mind,
and bringing me into captivity to the law of sin which is in my
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members. O wretched man that I am! Who will deliver me from
the body of this death?” (Rom. 7:21–24).
Much like the son who gathered all things together and journeyed to a far country, where he wasted his possessions with prodigal living, we travel far from God into Satan’s country where he has
taken us captive to do his will. Even as Christians we continue our
life-long struggle with the devil as we are brought into “captivity to
the law of sin and death” from day to day as we battle sin within us.
Thanks be to God that he has given us the victory through Jesus
Christ, our Lord. Isaiah’s messianic prophecy testified beforehand of
Messiah’s glorious purposes:
The Spirit of the Lord God is upon Me, because the Lord has anointed
Me to preach good tidings to the poor; He has sent Me to heal the brokenhearted, to proclaim liberty to the captives, and the opening of the
prison to those who are bound; to proclaim the acceptable year of the
Lord, and the day of vengeance of our God; to comfort all who mourn,
to console those who mourn in Zion, to give them beauty for ashes, the
oil of joy for mourning, the garment of praise for the spirit of heaviness;
that they may be called trees of righteousness, the planting of the Lord,
that He may be glorified. (Isa. 61:1–2)

Jesus, while he was on earth, read this passage when he was handed the book of Isaiah in the synagogue of Nazareth and applied it
to himself saying, “Today this Scripture is fulfilled in your hearing”
(Luke 4:16–21). Jesus our Lord came “to proclaim liberty to captives”
(of sin and death in our struggle with Satan) and “the opening of the
prison to those who are bound” (by Satan’s lies and deceptions and
the fear of death).
“Inasmuch then as the children have partaken of flesh and blood,
He Himself likewise shared in the same, that through death He
might destroy him who had the power over death, that is the devil,
and release those who through fear of death were all their lifetime
subject to bondage” (Heb. 2:14–15). When Christ Jesus humbled
himself; when the Word who was in the beginning with God and
who was God became flesh and dwelt among us (John 1:1–2, 13);
when he became a servant on our behalf and became obedient even
to the point of death on the cross (Phil. 2:5–8); when he was then
resurrected from the dead and declared to be the Son of God with
power (Rom. 1:4); when he then ascended on high, far above all the
heavens, that he might fill all things (Eph. 4:8, 10)—“He led captivity
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captive and gave gifts to men” (Eph. 4:8). Christ became the conqueror and captor of all evil forces including the devil, sin, and death.
He ascended and led captive what he had captured (Caldwell 173).
Through God’s unspeakable gift every man can be delivered
from the bondage of sin and death. We need not remain in captivity to Satan! Listen to these wonderful promises: “By that will we
have been sanctified through the offering of the body of Jesus Christ
once for all… For by one offering He has perfected forever those
who are being sanctified” (Heb. 3:10, 14). “But you are a chosen generation, a royal priesthood, a holy nation, His own special people,
that you may proclaim the praises of Him who called you out of
darkness into His marvelous light; who once were not a people but
are now the people of God, who had not obtained mercy but now
have obtained mercy” (1 Pet. 2:9–10).
The call to come out of darkness to be his own special people is
now open to all mankind through Jesus Christ. We are called by the
gospel (2 Thess. 2:13–14) which is God’s power to save to Jew and
Gentile alike (Rom. 1:16–17). Those who believe the gospel message
and are baptized will be saved (Mark 16:15–16). Those who repent
and are baptized in the name of Jesus Christ will receive forgiveness
of sins and the gift of the Holy Spirit. Then the Lord will add them to
his special people, his church (Acts 2:26–47). We can all be delivered
from the power of darkness and translated into the kingdom of His
dear Son (Col. 1:13). We can be delivered from captivity!
God’s Call to Separation
Just as God called upon Israel to go out from among the heathen
nations, to touch no unclean thing and be clean, he also calls upon
his people today (Christians) to separate from this world of sin and
conduct their lives in a manner worthy of their holy calling. As
Israel was to restore their proper relationship with God by separating themselves from anything unclean and being holy as God is
holy, so we are to ”cleanse ourselves from all filthiness of the flesh
and spirit, perfecting holiness in the fear of God” (2 Cor. 7:1). “For
just as you presented your members as slaves of unrighteousness,
and of lawlessness leading to more lawlessness, so now present
your members as slaves of righteousness for holiness” (Rom. 6:19).
“…as obedient children, not conforming yourselves to the former
lusts, as in your ignorance; but as He who called you is holy, you
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also be holy in all your conduct, because it is written, ‘Be holy, for I
am holy’” (1 Pet. 1:14–16).
Now that Jesus Christ has paid the price for our salvation, penitent, baptized believers have been sanctified, set apart in Christ Jesus, called to be saints—holy ones, set apart ones, separated ones
(1 Cor. 1:2; 6:11). However, we must walk worthy of the calling to
which we were called (Eph. 4:1). Our holy God has put a difference
between those who are saved and those who are unsaved. Nothing
must be allowed to mar or blur this distinction. Those who are truly
God’s children need to walk accordingly so that God and his word
are not blasphemed.
Thus he calls upon us, in a passage that quotes from our theme
passage for this lecture, to “Come our from among them and be separate, says the Lord. Do not touch what is unclean, and I will receive
you. I will be your Father and you shall be My sons and daughters,
says the Lord Almighty” (2 Cor. 6:17–18).
The Blessing of Separation
We often miss the blessing of God’s call to be separate because we
emphasize what we must be separate from while giving little attention to what God calls us to separate unto. But the biblical doctrine
of separation is twofold: separation from and separation unto. This is
well-illustrated in the following passages of Scripture.
Separation From

Scripture

Separation Unto

He has delivered us
from the power of
darkness

Col. 1:13

and translated us
into the kingdom of
the Son of His love

For God did not call
us to uncleanness

1 Thess. 4:7

but in holiness

Come out from
among them and be
separate

2 Cor. 6:17–18

I will receive you. I
will be a Father unto
you

For I the Lord am
holy, and have
separated you from
the peoples

Lev. 20:26

that you should be
Mine
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Let us cleanse
ourselves from all
filthiness of the flesh
and spirit

2 Cor. 7:1

perfecting holiness
in the fear of God

How you turned to
God from idols

1 Thess. 1:9

to serve the living
and true God

John 8:12

but have the light
of life

Rom. 6:11

but alive to God
in Christ Jesus our
Lord

And do not be
conformed to this
world

Rom. 12:2

but be transformed
by the renewing of
your mind

Even when we were
dead in trespasses,

Eph. 2:5

made us alive
together with Christ

But now in Christ
Jesus you who were
once far off

Eph. 2:13

have been made
near by the blood of
Christ

And you, who once
were alienated and
enemies in your
mind in the body of
His flesh through
death,

Col. 1:21–22

yet now He has
reconciled
to present you holy,
and blameless, and
irreproachable in
His sight

That we, having died
to sins

1 Pet. 1:24

might live for
righteousness

To Him who loved
us and washed us
from our sins in His
own blood

Rev. 1:5–6

and has made us
kings and priests to
His God and Father

He who follows Me
shall not walk in
darkness
Likewise you also
reckon yourselves
to be dead indeed
to sin,

Separation is something beautiful and wonderful because its
purpose is to get us to God! When our focus is only on separation
from, and this is all that is emphasized, we miss the beauty of enjoying God’s holiness as we separate ourselves unto him. Think of all
the lovely things described on the right hand side of the chart above
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that we are separated unto and rejoice! As we flee from the things
on the left of the chart, let us be sure that we hasten to dwell “in the
secret place of the Most High” abiding “under the shadow of the
Almighty.” With the psalmist let us say of the Lord, “He is my refuge
and my fortress; My God, in Him I will trust” (Ps. 91:1–2).
The blessing of separation is found most poignantly in our intimate closeness to God and Christ Jesus, our Lord. It is beyond our
comprehension that the great God who created the universe and all
that is in it, who made man in his image, has called upon us to be
close to him, but listen to his calls. “If anyone loves Me, he will keep
My word and My Father will love him, and We will come to him and
make Our home with him” (John 14:23). “Behold, I stand at the door
and knock. If anyone hears My voice and opens the door, I will come
in to him and dine with him, and he with Me. To him who overcomes I will grant to sit with Me on My throne, as I also overcame
and sat down with My Father on His throne” (Rev. 3:20–21). “But you,
when you pray, go into your room, and when you have shut your door,
pray to your Father who is in the secret place; and your Father who
sees in secret will reward you openly” (Matt. 6:6).
Think of it! We have the privilege every day to separate ourselves
from the world and every other person, go into the secret place and
build a close relationship with the God of the universe and with Jesus Christ our Lord. We can come to understand more and more of
his holiness and his will for ourselves. We can let our requests be
made known to him with thanksgiving and experience the peace of
God that passes understanding (Phil. 4:6–7). We can learn to dwell
on things that are true and lovely, pure and noble, and be filled with
all the fullness of God (Phil. 4:8; Eph. 3:19). Truly separation unto
him is a blessing.
How true it is that “Eye has not seen, nor ear heard, nor have entered into the heart of man the things which God has prepared for
those who love Him” (1 Cor. 2:9).
The Necessity of Separation From
If I am truly separated unto the God of truth, having chosen “the
way, the truth, and the life” taught and illustrated by Jesus Christ
(John 14:6), then “separation from” becomes normal and natural.
With the psalmist my heart will cry out, “Oh, how I love Your law!
It is my meditation all the day… Through Your precepts I get un-
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derstanding, therefore I hate every false way” (119:97, 104). The
closer I get to God, the farther away I get from everything that is
contrary to his character.
If I am truly separated unto the Christ of Calvary, then I will
abhor any religious system which makes the cross of Christ of none
effect. I will separate myself from the wisdom of this world which
considers the cross to be foolishness (1 Cor. 2:18–24) and will preach
Jesus Christ and him crucified. The apostle Paul was “separated unto
the gospel of God” (Rom. 1:1), thus his life was completely wrapped
up in the gospel. Because of that he was zealously opposed to every
kind of false doctrine (1 Tim. 1:18–20; 4:1–5; 2 Tim. 2:14–19) or different gospel (Gal. 1:6–9).
There is a spirit among even some of our brethren that views “separation from” in a negative light. In this age of religious ecumenism
and toleration, it is not popular to proclaim that some doctrines are
wrong and we must have no part with them. Those who teach firmly
against false doctrines are criticized for being divisive and hurtful to
the body of Christ, while the exact opposite is true. It is the lack of
separation from false doctrines and practices that is hurtful to the
body of Christ.
We are thankful for a skillful surgeon who is able to separate
deadly cancerous tissue from the body, lest it destroy the whole body,
but somehow in the spiritual realm we do not apply the same principle. The false doctrine of Hymenaeus and Philetus would have spread
like cancer had not the inspired apostle Paul commanded Timothy
to deal with it firmly and quickly (2 Tim. 2:17–18). There are many
false doctrines and practices among religious groups in our day that
must be opposed in teaching and in separation from them. I am certain that other lectures in this series will deal with specific cases involving perverting, adding to, or taking away from Scripture.
Separation as It Applies to Individual Christians
For the remainder of this lesson, I turn my attention to the general
theme of separation at the personal level. 2 Corinthians 6:14–18
has primary application to individual Christians who are sons and
daughters of the heavenly Father. Let us make some practical applications to the lives of Christians today.
First, we must understand that God is commanding us to be
separated not isolated. Believers are “strangers and pilgrims” (1 Pet.

14

✦

Buddy Payne

2:11) and their citizenship is in heaven (Phil. 3:20), but they have
the privilege of representing Christ on the earth (Matt. 5:13–16).
Thus, among other things, they are to shine as lights (Phil. 2:15), live
peaceably with all men (Rom. 12:18), let their moderation be known
to all men (Phil. 4:5), honor all men (1 Pet. 2:17), and have a good
report before all men (1 Tim. 3:7; 2 John 12).
However, we cannot jointly participate with people who are not
Christians in things that would make us unequally yoked to them.
Nor can we participate in anything that will defile us or associate us
with the “filthiness of the flesh and spirit” (2 Cor. 7:1). “Friendship
with the world is enmity with God,” says James (4:4). Note the series
of contrasts given in 2 Corinthians 6:14–16:
What fellowship has righteousness with unrighteousness?
What communion has light with darkness?
What accord has Christ with Belial?
What part has a believer with an unbeliever?
What agreement has the temple of God with idols?

Separation in a Christian’s Mental Life
All practical godliness begins with the thought life of a Christian.
“For as he thinks in his heart, so is he” (Prov. 23:7). “Keep your heart
with all diligence, for out of it spring the issues of life” (Prov. 4:23).
It is the source of evil thoughts and actions which defile us (Matt.
15:18–20). Our hearts (minds) are bombarded constantly with messages that are damaging to our mental well-being as Christians.
Consider the eternal damage to your soul when you do not separate yourself from:
Pornographic images. It is abundantly clear that exposing our
hearts to such images impacts our body chemistry even to the level of
addiction; it impacts relationships with friends and spouses; it cheapens the sexual relationship which was created by God as a beautiful
avenue to oneness in marriage; it breeds deceit, guilt, and perversion.
I beseech you, dear brother or sister, to make a vow before God today
to separate yourself from this demon of Satan today! Go to www.covenanteyes.com or some other legitimate source for guidance, and get
help with filtering and accountability. Don’t wait another day!
Media and literature that contain the filthiness of the flesh and
spirit. Christians have succumbed on all sides to allowing corrupt
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communications, images and expressions to enter their hearts unchecked, not realizing (or caring) it is to their own destruction. Anything that clouds my vision of Christ, lessens my interest in Bible
study, interferes with my prayer life, leads me down a path I would
be ashamed to take the most spiritually-minded person in my life,
causes me to dwell on the impure and unholy, needs to be removed
from my heart. Do not touch the unclean thing!
Wrong attitudes. Christians must be careful to guard their hearts
from ungodly attitudes. “Let all bitterness, and wrath, and anger,
and clamor…be put away from you, with all malice; and be kind to
one another, tender-hearted, forgiving one another, just as God in
Christ also forgave you” (Eph. 4:31–32).
Separation in a Christian’s Physical Life
The Christian’s outward appearance is a matter of concern to God,
particularly in the case of the godly woman for whom he lays down
some guidelines in 1 Timothy 2:9–10. The Christian must not be
conformed to the world’s sensuous standards and must set aside
the majority of the fashions of the day. A woman’s apparel that is so
short, so low-cut, so tight as to draw undue attention is not modest!
Please, dear sister, ask for the advice of godly older women as you
choose your wardrobe and approach your decisions with the meek
and quiet spirit that is precious in the sight of God (1 Pet. 3:3–4).
Another matter involving a Christian’s physical life that requires
great discernment is the matter of physical touch. Jesus said, “If your
right hand causes you to sin, cut it off and cast it from you; for it is
more profitable for you that one of your members perish, than for
your whole body to be cast into hell” (Matt.5:30). The sad tales are
many in which a man and a woman allowed inappropriate touching
which fueled further inappropriate actions which often led to sexual
immorality, broken homes, and great turmoil. You would be better
off to be separated from your hands than to allow such destruction
that can come from inappropriate touching!
Separation in a Christian’s Social Life
While a Christian is to exhibit genuine love for all mankind, the
word of God makes it clear that a believer is to be discriminatory in
the choice of his closest friends (Ps. 119:63; 1 Cor. 15:33). Someone
has observed that bad apples make good apples go rotten, and the
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good apples do not make the rotten any better. If a Christian cannot share with his friend the most important thing in his life—his
relationship with the Lord—the friendship is founded on the sand of
worldliness. In this as in all areas of our personal life, we must ask,
“What part has a believer with an unbeliever?”
Social activities that will involve us in or lead us toward the sinful
works mentioned in the New Testament are activities we should be
separated from.
The modern dance. Young Christians and their parents who can
justify participation in the prom need to examine their thinking in
the light of 2 Corinthians 6:14–18. The movements and contact associated with the modern dance involve the Christian in an activity that
tends toward inappropriate sexual thoughts. The atmosphere and activities surrounding these events do not lead the Christian closer to
God and his will. It is an activity about which surely the apostle Paul
would say, “Come out from among them and be separate.”
Social drinking. If there was nothing else objectionable, the Christian’s influence at events involving social drinking does not lead others closer to the Lord and his way. The scourge of alcohol in modern
society testifies to the need for total separation from it!
Conclusion
God promised Israel he would go before them and be their rear
guard. He promised to comfort his people and bring them to song
and rejoicing (Isa. 52:1–12). He promised to dwell among them and
be their God and they would be his people. He promised glad tidings of good things and salvation in Zion, if they would heed his call
to awake and depart from the midst of their heathen captors and
restore the promised land and their relationship with God by cleansing themselves of all uncleanness.
We have the luxury of seeing that God fulfilled all of those promises to Israel when they chose to obey him and separate themselves
from that which was defiled. We are also privileged to know that
God “did not spare His own Son, but delivered Him up for us all”
(Rom. 8:32). How could we doubt that he would fulfill all his promises to us—“freely give us all things”? (Rom. 8:32).
In 2 Corinthians 6:14–18 he promised that he would dwell with
us, that he would be our God and we would be his people, that he
would receive us and be a father unto us and we would be his sons
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and daughters, if we would come out from among them and be separate and not be unequally yoked with unbelievers.
In 1 John 3:1–3 the apostle, by inspiration, exclaims, “Behold
what manner of love the Father has bestowed on us, that we should
be called the children of God!” Then he promises that when our Lord
is revealed, “we shall be like Him, for we shall see Him as He is.”
2 Corinthians 7:1 provides a fitting conclusion: “Having therefore these promises, dearly beloved, let us cleanse ourselves from all
filthiness of the flesh and spirit, perfecting holiness in the fear of
God.” Amen and Amen!
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“Trembling at My Word”
God’s Power for Restoration
Doy Moyer
“Thus says the Lord, ‘Heaven is My throne and the earth is My footstool. Where then is a house you could build for Me? And where is
a place that I may rest? For My hand made all these things, thus all
these things came into being,’ declares the Lord. ‘But to this one I
will look, to him who is humble and contrite of spirit, and who trembles at My word.’” (Isa. 66:1–2)1

When was the last time you trembled at something? This is not about
a scary movie or jumping at an unexpected noise, but when was the
last time you were so afraid that you actually trembled? People do legitimately tremble for their lives sometimes, and they can find themselves in horrific circumstances that would lead to that fear. Here is
another question: When was the last time you trembled at the word
of God? When did you last experience fear upon hearing or reading
God’s inspired word? When was the last time you casually flipped
through Scripture, read a verse or two, and then tossed it aside without it affecting your emotional state at all?
Context of Isaiah’s Message
Some may find it odd to think of literally trembling at the word of
God, but Isaiah clearly says that God’s word ought to strike fear in
the hearts of the hearers. Isaiah 66 is part of the section of Isaiah that
addresses the captives in Babylonian exile (Isa. 40–66). Isaiah prophesies over a hundred years beforehand, showing that the reason they
would go into captivity in the first place was because of their failure
to listen to God’s word and their rushing headlong into idolatrous,
pagan practices. Though the exiles would eventually return to rebuild
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the temple under Zerubbabel, they needed to understand something
about the nature and character of God. Unlike the way the pagans
thought, the people could not possibly build a house that would actually contain the power and majesty of Yahweh. He is the Maker of
all things, and it was their fundamental failure to keep that in mind
that led to their idolatry. Perhaps this is one reason why both Isaiah
and Jeremiah spend so much time contrasting the power of Yahweh
with the folly of idolatry. It seems so simple, yet mankind’s continued
and consistent failure attests to the necessity of remembering daily
the glory of God and removing idolatrous thoughts from our minds.
“Little children, guard yourselves from idols” (1 John 5:21).
One of the many problems with idolatry is that it sets man’s pride
over God’s power. Idolatry sets up the imaginations and works of
men as all powerful and thereby attempts to dethrone the true and
living God. This, of course, is one of the reasons why those who
practiced idolatry needed to be judged. They could not be allowed
to think that Yahweh was somehow incapable of dealing with them.
“Heaven is My throne and the earth is My footstool,” declares Yahweh. The moment people forget this, they start down that same path
of idolatry that brings God’s judgment. This is one reason, as Paul
shows, why there is a correlation between forgetting about God on
the one hand and falling into futile speculations and foolish, darkened hearts on the other (Rom. 1).
The people were in captivity because they failed to keep the power
and sovereignty of God in their hearts. This failure was attended by
their rejection of the word of God, for how people think of God will
be manifested in how they treat his word. In their pride, they lifted
themselves up above God’s revelation and covenant. This was part of
Jeremiah’s point in his satire of idolatry (Jer. 10). “Every man is stupid,
devoid of knowledge” (v. 14). They rejected God’s word, made their
own idols that were unable to reveal anything, thereby causing Yahweh to sling out the inhabitants of the land (v. 18). In contrast, they
needed to learn that the way of man is not in himself (v. 23). Mankind
is incapable of directing his own steps, and history is a powerful witness to this truth (just read Genesis 1–11 again). Whereas dumb idols
cannot reveal anything, Yahweh’s word reveals his will and his power
for his people. Failure to fear God’s revelation leads men to trust in
their own folly. A self-defeating life is then inevitable.
Isaiah 66 shows that in order for people to tremble at God’s word,
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they must have a humble and contrite spirit (v. 2). Once we recognize
the power of God as our Creator, we are humbled by his majesty (cf.
Ps. 8). Isaiah personally knew something about this. Recall Isaiah’s
own vision and notice the progression (6:1–8). Isaiah is confronted
with the glory of God in his vision. Then, due to the recognition of
God’s glory, he is impressed by the problem of sin—both the sin of
those around him and his own sin. In his humility he confesses his
sinfulness. Next, God’s mercy and grace are shown through forgiveness, symbolized by one of the seraphim touching Isaiah’s mouth
with a burning coal from the altar. Finally, Isaiah is in a position
to answer God’s call to prophesy. “Here I am, send me,” Isaiah says.
Only after Isaiah was impressed by God’s glory, humbled, and forgiven, was he ready to serve. When confronted with the problem of
sin, there are two directions people can go. Isaiah went in the direction of humility and acceptance of God’s word, ready to hear, and
willing to do what God desired. The other direction is to continue
down the path of sin with no fear of God (Ps. 36:1). Isaiah chose the
former. Israel would choose the latter.
Just as instructive are the verses that follow Isaiah’s vision. Isaiah 6:9–10 is well known for being quoted in the New Testament
(e.g., Matt. 13:14–15): “Keep on listening, but do not perceive; keep
on looking, but do not understand. Render the hearts of this people
insensitive, their ears dull, and their eyes dim, otherwise they might
see with their eyes, hear with their ears, understand with their hearts,
and return and be healed.” Notice that this has to do with their rejection of God’s message. Also important is what this says about those
who fail to listen. They essentially become just like the idols: deaf,
mute, unfeeling, and blind. The psalmist makes this very point in
Psalm 115:1–8. They may have mouths, hands, eyes, noses, and ears,
but they cannot talk, feel, see, smell, or hear. So those who make the
idols “will become like them, everyone who trusts in them” (v. 8).
Jeremiah, too, was told that the people would reject God’s message. “But this is what I commanded them, saying, ‘Obey My voice,
and I will be your God, and you will be My people; and you will
walk in all the way which I commanded you, that it may be well
with you.’ Yet they did not obey or incline their ear, but walked in
their own counsels and in the stubbornness of their evil heart, and
went backward and not forward” (7:23–24). Imagine how disheartening it must have been for Jeremiah when God told him, “You shall
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speak all these words to them, but they will not listen to you; and you
shall call to them, but they will not answer you” (v. 27). A rejection
of God’s word means a rejection of God himself. “So I will choose
their punishments and will bring on them what they dread. Because
I called, but no one answered; I spoke, but they did not listen. And
they did evil in My sight and chose that in which I did not delight.
Hear the word of the Lord, you who tremble at His word….” (Isa.
66:4–5a). The people failed to fear the word of God and thus failed to
fear God’s power. Their wound was, therefore, incurable.
Isaiah 55 and God’s Thoughts
“If man is hungry and needs satisfying (vv. 1–5), he is also wicked and
needs salvation. God’s calling and seeking (vv. 1ff) must be matched
by those of the sinner. Verse 7 is a classic statement of repentance,
challenging the mind (cf. the NT word for repentance) and the will,
the habits (ways) and the plans (implied in the Heb. for thoughts). It is
both negative ( forsake) and positive (return, or simply turn), personal (to the Lord) and specific (for mercy); and its appeal is reinforced
by the shortness of the time (v. 6) and the abundance of the promise
(v. 7) (Guthrie and Motyer 619).
It is a sad irony that people who fail to listen to the living word
of the living God would turn to deaf and mute idols who have no
power to do anything, much less reveal something meaningful. The
issue Isaiah brings out is not complicated: the people were being
judged because they failed to listen to God’s word. They failed to
trust God and keep his covenant. It is vital that we recognize, even
today, the basic issue: keep God’s word! God had various laws, of
course, but that basic message was always the same: “Now, Israel,
what does the Lord your God require from you, but to fear the
Lord your God, to walk in all His ways and love Him, and to serve
the Lord your God with all your heart and with all your soul, and
to keep the Lord’s commandments and His statutes which I am
commanding you today for your good?” (Deut. 10:12–13). Listen
to God, fear him, and keep his commandments. That was it. But
they didn’t do it. “God’s word would accomplish its purpose in their
lives and bring them great joy if they only embraced it” (Arnold and
Beyer 377). Sadly, they failed to embrace it.
The people were judged by being sent into captivity. Now God
was going to show his mercy once again. This would be a mercy that
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was grounded in the coming Messiah. This whole section of Isaiah
(chs. 40–66) begins with a call to comfort the people. A voice crying
in the wilderness would clear the way for the coming Messiah (we
recognize this voice to be John the Immerser, Matt. 3). The Suffering Servant is emphasized as he would come and offer himself as a
sacrifice to satisfy the justice of God (Isa. 53). God himself laid the
foundation for his own mercy that would be offered freely to the
people so that all who were thirsty and poor could partake of God’s
blessings “without money and without cost” (55:1).
The realization of God’s mercy calls upon the people to make a
choice between things that do not satisfy versus listening carefully
to God and partaking in what is good (v. 2). “The way to true satisfaction is indicated in the words, ‘Hearken unto me:’ it is the way of
obedience of faith” (Keil and Delitzsch 354). Once again the basic issue comes into focus: “Incline your ear and come to Me. Listen, that
you may live” (v. 3). God would thus establish his covenant again according to “the faithful mercies shown to David” (v. 3). If they wished
to partake of God’s blessings, they could only do it listening to the
word of God. David, who was a witness, leader, and commander of
the peoples (v. 4) served as a prime example of a man after God’s
own heart, a man who listened to God’s word and sought the Lord
while he had the opportunity. He was also a great example of receiving God’s mercy. Yet, ultimately, Isaiah was looking forward to the
Davidic Messiah, through whom would come the promised blessing
of forgiveness (Acts 13:32–39). The power of God’s word would thus
be manifested in the blessing of forgiveness.
Isaiah 55 further shows that listening to the word of the Lord and
seeking the Lord himself go hand in hand. “Seek the Lord while
He may be found; call upon Him while He is near” (v. 6). Seeking
and calling upon the Lord are not simply a matter of calling out the
Lord’s name (cf. Matt. 7:21–23). If a man wants to show his desire to
seek and call upon the Lord, then “let the wicked forsake his way and
the unrighteous man his thoughts; and let him return to the Lord”
(v. 7). Forsaking wickedness and turning back to the Lord are what
mankind can do for any restoration. Then God would have compassion and abundantly pardon.
Now Isaiah contrasts the thoughts of men with God’s thoughts.
He just told the wicked to forsake his own thoughts so that he can
properly listen to the thoughts of God. Every person faces this funda-
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mental choice of whose thoughts will take precedence, God’s or man’s.
The authority of God’s word comes into focus here, for the same basic
choice will always be before us. Whose thoughts will reign in our
hearts? We might recall at this point the question posed by Jesus
when his authority was challenged. Was the baptism of John “from
heaven or from men?” (Matt. 21:25). The thoughts of men challenge
the thoughts of God for supremacy in faith and action. Why do we
do what we do? Are we forsaking our own thoughts for the thoughts
of God or do we think our thoughts are more important than God’s?
In Isaiah’s context, the thoughts of man produced idolatry and
wickedness (Jer. 10 can be compared here, too). Once people give up
proper thinking about God, they digress into their own meaningless ways and some form of idolatry is the result. Once again this is
the very point made by Paul in Romans 1. Gentiles exchanged the
truth of God (God’s thoughts) for a lie (their own thoughts) and ended up worshiping and serving the creature rather than the Creator
(Rom. 1:25). Failing to acknowledge God, “God gave them over to
a depraved mind, to do those things which are not proper” (v. 28).
Clearly the thoughts of men are not the thoughts of God. When we
trust in our own wisdom and power, we will fail every time. There is
no power to save in our thoughts; all the power for salvation comes
from the mind of God and is revealed through his word. “It is obvious that without a revealed explanation of the redemptive events,
the whole enterprise would be in vain. It would remain a mystery
forever hidden in God (see Eph. 3:1–11). With revelation, however,
we can know what God has done to save us, and we can know how to
receive it (1 Corinthians 15:1–4; II Timothy 3:15)” (Cottrell 22–23).
God’s thoughts and ways are not ours (Isa. 55:8). His thoughts
and ways are as high as the heavens are above the earth. The vastness of the universe creates a sense of awe in us. That same universe
ought to remind us not only of how great God’s physical creation
is, but how much greater his thoughts are than ours. If there is no
way for us to measure the universe or to see everything that exists, neither is there any way for us to measure how much greater
God’s thoughts and ways are than ours. Yet that great universe that
puts us in awe was made “by the word of the Lord” (Ps. 33:6). The
same power that was behind the making of the universe is behind
inspired revelation. When we fail to listen to God’s word, then we
are basically indicating that we believe God’s thoughts and ways are
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not even on par with our own. How foolish! This is why it takes a
humble and contrite spirit to tremble at God’s word (Isa. 66:1). We
cannot hold onto our own thoughts and ways if we are submitting to
the greatness of God’s thoughts and ways. This is critical to understanding something about the power of God’s word. God’s wisdom,
power, and knowledge are far greater than we can even imagine. His
judgments and ways are “unsearchable” and “unfathomable” (Rom.
11:33). God is “able to do far more abundantly beyond all that we ask
or think” (Eph. 3:20). There is simply no way that we can begin to
measure up our thoughts and ways with God’s. Failure to realize this
will mean failure to humble ourselves and put ourselves in a position
of submission to God’s will. To put some man up as a great authority
is misguided and sinful. There is no comparison.
How do we know the thoughts of God? Isaiah says, “Listen…” but
to what? God has given something powerful, something that will
“bear fruit and sprout” as it accomplishes exactly what God intends.
Isaiah identifies this as God’s word: “So will My word be which goes
forth from My mouth; it will not return to Me empty, without accomplishing what I desire, and without succeeding in the matter for
which I sent it.” The power of God’s word is that it inherently expresses God’s authority and it will accomplish exactly what God intends.
So Isaiah equates God’s thoughts with God’s word here. To know
God’s thoughts and plans for our lives, we must know God’s word.
Paul shows that same connection between God’s thoughts and
God’s word (1 Cor. 2). No one can really know the thoughts of a
person unless that person expresses those thoughts in some form.
Even more, no one can know the thoughts of God unless God reveals
those thoughts in some way. God has revealed his thoughts through
the prophets in the Old Testament. Now, through Jesus Christ, God
has revealed even more (Heb. 1:1–3). His wisdom has been revealed
through the Spirit “so that we may know the things freely given to
us by God” (1 Cor. 2:12). The thoughts of God are revealed “in words”
taught by the Spirit (v. 13). This is one reason why the issue of God’s
silence is significant in discussing authority. Since we cannot quote
an author on something he never said, we cannot infer God’s approval for something he has revealed nothing about. If he has not
expressed his thoughts on a matter, then how do we feel at liberty
to substitute our thoughts as authoritative? We cannot know God’s
thoughts on a matter without his revealing it to us.
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The power of God’s word is inherent in the fact that God’s word
provides us with God’s thoughts. God’s thoughts will always be
authoritative and powerful over and above our own thoughts and
ways. God’s thoughts, revealed as God’s word, will demonstrate its
power through accomplishing everything God intends. God’s word
will never be less than his authoritative thoughts, and it will never
be anything apart from God’s sovereign power. If we are going to
experience restoration and God’s blessings, then we must humbly
submit ourselves to the power of God’s message. If we fear God, we
will fear his word.
God’s Word: Living and Active
The power of God’s word is illustrated well in Hebrews 3–4. The revelation of God is stressed from the first verse of Hebrews as it ties
together that power with Christ. All things are upheld by the word
of his power (1:3). By chapter 3, the writer uses the children of Israel as a warning against unbelief and disobedience. Three times in
chapters 3–4 the writer quotes Psalm 95:7–8: “Today if you hear His
voice, do not harden your hearts….” (3:7–8; 3:15; 4:7). The power of
God’s word reaches across the generations from the time of Moses
and Israel in the wilderness, to the time of the psalmist, to those
in the Messianic era. “Today” shows that the power of God’s message is alive, timeless, and relevant to all generations. The Hebrews
needed to pay attention because they were in danger of doing what
the Israelites did in forsaking God. They needed to be diligent (4:11).
Why? “For the word of God is living and active and sharper than
any two-edged sword, and piercing as far as the division of soul and
spirit, of both joints and marrow, and able to judge the thoughts and
intentions of the heart” (v. 12).
The word of God is alive and active. The word for active here
(from which we get our word energy) is “a description that emphasizes its effectiveness” (McClister 174). God’s word will not fail. As Isaiah said, God’s word will always accomplish exactly what he intends.
God had promised restoration and rest. If the people pay attention
to his word, then they will surely receive what God promised. If they
don’t, they surely receive his judgment.
We often get it backwards. God’s word, which is living, active, cutting, and penetrating, will judge our thoughts and intentions, showing what our motives and desires truly are, “scrutinizing the very
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thoughts and conceptions of the heart” (Moffatt 54). Yet how often
is it the other way around? Our thoughts and intentions judge God’s
word. We study the Bible, sometimes verse by verse, phrase by phrase,
word by word, taking it apart and providing our self-described wonderful insights, all the while forgetting to let God’s word take our
hearts apart, judging our thoughts and intentions, letting it have the
deep impact on our emotions and lives. God’s word has become a
textbook for us, something we can even coldly study (as liberal theologians have amply demonstrated), but are we letting it transform us
into image of the Son of God, the Word manifested in the flesh?
Hebrews 4 further shows that the connection between God and
his word is inseparable. “And there is no creature hidden from His
sight, but all things are open and laid bare to the eyes of Him with
whom we have to do” (v. 13). The Scripture here moves from the
word of God to God himself. The reason the word of God has such
power is due to the fact that it directly flows from God who is all
powerful. God’s word is not some cold, disconnected text. It is an
expression of God’s character and glory. It judges our hearts because God judges our hearts.
We do well to think about this connection between God and his
word when we reflect upon the problem of sin. Sin is a violation of
God’s law (1 John 3:4), but we should not take this to mean that we
have merely violated some arbitrary text or code. God’s law—God’s
word—is a reflection of his nature, character, and glory. The Bible is
“God’s self-witness” (Frame 122). To violate God’s law is to fall short
of his glory (Rom. 3:23), and this is not something we can take lightly.
If we keep in mind the connection between God and his word, we
will be more aware that our sins violate and insult God’s very nature. Perhaps, then, we will be more motivated to keep away from sin.
When we minimize the problem of sin, we are minimizing God’s
word and thus God himself (review once again Isaiah’s vision). We
are showing that we do not fear the power of God’s word.
Minimizing God through minimizing God’s word is exactly what
Israel did that led them to their captivity, as the prophets consistently show. Restoration, therefore, can only be accomplished by reigniting that fire under us that causes us to fear and tremble at the
word of God. “But to this one I will look, to him who is humble and
contrite of spirit, and who trembles at My word” (Isa. 66:2).
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Trembling at the Word
Imagine the scene at Mount Sinai. Israel had already seen God’s
power in the plagues and crossing the Red Sea. Now they stood at
the foot of the mountain as it was all in smoke “because the Lord
descended upon it in fire” (Exod. 19:18). The mountain was quaking violently as the sound of a trumpet resounded louder and louder. “Moses spoke and God answered him with thunder” (v. 19). So
frightening was the situation that when they perceived the thunder,
lightning, the trumpet, and the smoking mountain, “they trembled
and stood at a distance” (Exod. 20:18). They begged Moses that only
he would speak to them, not God, “or we will die” (v. 19). Moses told
them not to be so afraid, “for God has come in order to test you, and
in order that the fear of Him may remain with you, so that you may
not sin” (v. 20). Yet the sight was so terrible that even Moses was
full of fear and trembling (Heb. 12:21). They were experiencing God
and his power in such a way that they were almost literally scared
to death. However, as Moses said, this was an experience that they
needed to remember so that the fear of God would stay with them
and they would not sin. We see here the direct connection between
fearing God and staying away from sin.
Again, if we fear God, then we must fear his word. How much
do we really let the word of God affect our emotional state? Granted, we may not see smoking mountains along with the thundering
voice of God today, but there is a principle here we must not miss.
God’s word is still God’s word, whether directly spoken by God,
given through the mouths of the prophets, or written in ink and
distributed in copies and translations. We’ve seen that the word
of God is living and active. The same God who said, “Let there be
light” is the one whose word we read now. We know that God’s
word is connected directly to God himself. Yet so often our attitude toward study, preaching, teaching, and reading the word of
God is lukewarm. No restoration will ever come through haphazard efforts. God’s power must be allowed to penetrate our hearts
and create a true fear within. Faith, which comes by hearing God’s
word, cannot be so trite and mediocre. Our reception of God’s
word should always be ready, eager, and diligent in our follow-up
(Acts 17:11). Apathy does not mix well with true study and it certainly does not indicate proper fear and respect.
Isaiah was preparing the people for restoration. They would re-
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turn and rebuild the temple, but no building would impress God in
the final analysis. Only those who are humble, contrite, and tremble
at his word would receive God’s blessings (Isa. 66:2). Fearing God is
the foundation for all knowledge and wisdom (Prov. 1:7; 9:10). The
whole of mankind is to be bound up in fearing God and keeping his
commandments (Eccles. 12:13–14). Though fear indicates a sense of
reverence that leads to obedience, there should also be that sense of
awe that would cause us to tremble when confronted by God’s power
as revealed in his word. This, too, is the foundation for all restoration.
Now we, God’s people, are his temple, bought with the blood of Jesus
(1 Cor. 3:16; 6:19–20). We have not come to Mount Sinai, but we have
come to Mount Zion and the city of the living God, the heavenly
Jerusalem, to myriads of angels, to the general assembly and church
of the firstborn ones enrolled in heaven; and we have come to God
himself, the Judge of all, the spirits of the righteous made perfect,
and to Jesus our Mediator (Heb. 12:22–24). If the sights and sounds
of Mount Sinai were so impressive, how much more should we be
impressed who have come to something even greater? Have we allowed ourselves truly to confront this reality?
The admonition of the Hebrew writer should now be taken to
heart as we reflect upon the power of God’s word for restoration:
“See to it that you do not refuse Him who is speaking. For if those
did not escape when they refused him who warned them on earth,
much less will we escape who turn away from Him who warns from
heaven” (Heb. 12:25). The result of paying attention to God’s word,
Isaiah tells us, is that there will be joy and peace (Isa. 55:12). The
blessings of God will shower upon us. His message is one of grace
and mercy. Yet if we refuse, we must know that there are dire consequences. “Therefore, since we receive a kingdom which cannot be
shaken, let us show gratitude, by which we may offer to God an acceptable service with reverence and awe; for our God is a consuming fire” (Heb. 12:28). Restoration has come through Christ and the
times of refreshing belong only to those who humbly submit to the
word of God. May God bless us as we strive to remain faithful to him
who has called us to the heavenly hope.
Notes
1. All Scripture quotations come from the New American Standard
Bible, Updated Edition, 1995.
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“The New Heavens and the New Earth”
God’s Promise of Final Restoration
Don Truex
“Is there any hope?”
Those are the words of the desperate. In this case, they were
tapped out in Morse code by submariners trapped on the ocean’s
floor just off of Cape Cod. Routine maneuvers turned to tragedy
when their submarine was struck by a U.S. Coast Guard Cutter. In
their stark and foreboding environment, life and death hung in the
balance. Asked in 1927, their question is, in fact, the eternal question: “Is there any hope?”1
That question must have weighed heavily on every Hebrew heart
who heard Isaiah speak of Israel’s past glory, present distress and future captivity. The times during which he lived were, to say the least,
turbulent. “Isaiah’s ministry occurred at a critical time in Judah’s
history. The Assyrian power was rising, and in light of that, two
groups appeared within the nation. One sought alliance with Egypt
and the other with Assyria. Isaiah, however, forbade human alliances and urged the nation to trust in God” (Young 211). Against that
backdrop, his life’s work is well summarized in these simple lines:
Throughout his long ministry, Isaiah was a towering figure in Jerusalem. Confronting king, priest, and people, he eagerly and faithfully proclaimed the divine message. He interfered with military preparations,
involved himself in international diplomacy, intervened in Temple worship and importuned the people in the marketplace. Ultimately, he gave
his life in proclaiming the “salvation of Yahweh.” (Cate 331)

A cursory reading of his prophecy reveals his unequivocal faith
in the word and power of his God. The promise of Yahweh that the
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“Lord of hosts” would, through his power and promise, take away
the “burden” and “yoke” of the Assyrians, seems to have become the
mantra for his life (Isa. 10:24ff). Such faith and candor do not always
endear oneself to the powers that be. His candor, according to the
near universal tradition, led to Isaiah being sawn in two during the
reign of Manasseh (cf. Heb. 11:37).
Surveying the Landscape
The twin themes of suffering and glory, judgment and hope, dominate many of Isaiah’s oracles.
Six major motifs of major consequence dominate his predictive landscape. Three of these picture judgment, and three depict hope.
• Isaiah foresaw and later experienced the period of the calamitous ruin of
the Northern Kingdom of Israel and the fall of its capital city, Samaria;
• Further, Isaiah predicted the continuing decline of the Southern
Kingdom of Judah and the fall of its capital, the prophet’s beloved
home, Jerusalem;
• Isaiah also saw that the fall of Jerusalem would result in the exile of
his people to distant Babylon.
In dramatic contrast to these gloomy prospects of divine judgment, Isaiah envisioned beyond them the bright hope of restoration, also to be
realized through three major developments. These are…
• Isaiah clearly foresaw the return from their exile of a chastened and
penitent people cleansed by the Lord’s fiery discipline;
• To this returned community, Isaiah prophesied, the Lord would
bring a great Davidic king, the Lord’s anointed.
• Finally, closely connected with this promised royal figure, Isaiah saw
the Lord would establish His messianic kingdom. (Woods 342)

It is that final triad that leads to the two verses that form the
foundation of this lecture.
Two Verses, One Theme
“For behold I create new heavens and a new earth; and the former
shall not be remembered or come to mind” (Isa. 65:17).
“ ‘For as the new heavens and the new earth, Which I will make
shall remain before Me,’ says the Lord, ‘So shall your descendents
and your name remain’” (Isa 66:22).
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It is certainly true that there are prophetic verses that challenge
our thinking as to whether they contain a single meaning/application (present audience only) or dual meaning/application (present
audience along with future, New Testament fulfillment).2 The verses
before us, however, undoubtedly lend themselves to a multiple fulfillment motif. Isaiah, Peter, and the apostle John all use the phrase
“new heavens and new earth” and each seems to infuse it with a particular nuance that speaks to the truth they are presenting.
Isaiah’s “New Heavens and New Earth”
The prophet’s original audience had been indicted with terminology
that was brutal in its honesty. Their “iniquities” had caused the face
and favor of God to turn from them (59:1–2). Yahweh is “of purer
eyes than to behold iniquity” (Hab. 1:13) and yet, his people had defiled their hands with blood, their lips with lies, their tongues with
perversity, their lives with injustice (59:3–4). The “vengeance” and
“desolation” that would result would be richly deserved (61:2, 4). Isaiah then confesses, “We are all like an unclean thing, And all our
righteousnesses are like filthy rags; We all fade as a leaf, And our
iniquities, like the wind, Have taken us away” (64:6).
And yet woven throughout the book is a promise of initial restoration to their land. “With a voice of singing, Declare, proclaim this, Utter it to the end of the earth; Say, ‘the Lord has redeemed his servant
Jacob’” (48:20). “The expression ‘new heavens and new earth’ is one of
many expressions referring to the result of God’s restoration of Israel
to the land from which they had been carried because of the sins of
that generation before the coming destruction. Now, in this figurative,
picturesque statement, God describes the joy and happiness of those
who return from captivity in Babylon as being as it would be with
those who dwell in a new heaven and a new earth” (Woodson 442).
But our primary interest, of course, lies in Isaiah’s focus on the
“new” life we enjoy in Messiah’s kingdom. Jeremiah spoke of a new
covenant and Ezekiel spoke of renewed hearts, but it is Isaiah who
spoke of a new King, reigning over a new kingdom, who would give
his subjects new life. “The coming of the Messiah will introduce a
new spiritual and moral order or arrangement. Paul calls this new
order a ‘dispensation (arrangement) of the fullness of times,’ when
all things will be summed up (brought together under one head) in
Christ (Eph. 1:10). Isaiah’s new heavens and new earth are the new
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arrangement to which Paul refers, and before which all old dispensations must pass away” (Hailey 518).
It is commonly noted that as Isaiah describes his “new heavens
and new earth,” he reaches into Hebrew vocabulary and extracts
the same word that Moses used of God’s original creation (Hebrew:
bara). “The word implies effortlessness, and points to the production of something fundamentally new. What is to be announced is
so revolutionary that it is the result of God’s creative activity. That
almighty power which was displayed at the original creation is again
to be displayed in a new work of creation” (Young 513).
No wonder an apostle, steeped in Hebrew Scripture, understood
that “if anyone is in Christ, he is a new creation; old things have
passed away; behold, all things have become new” (2 Cor. 5:17). In
this new order we are allowed to rise from baptism and “walk in
newness of life” (Rom. 6:4). As a “new creation” we have access to
the very presence of our Father through “a new and living way” (Heb.
10:19). And for those of us who were not by physical inheritance part
of the Hebrew covenant, the great news is that the “new covenant”
includes us! “For He Himself is our peace, who has made both one,
and has broken down the middle wall of separation, having abolished in His flesh the enmity, that is, the law of commandments contained in ordinances, so as to create in Himself one new man from
the two, thus making peace, and that He might reconcile them both
to God in one body through the cross, thereby putting to death the
enmity” (Eph. 2:14–16).
In this new spiritual order, we who are now “in Christ” enjoy blessings that would have staggered the imagination of Isaiah’s original
audience. According to Romans 8, “in Christ” there is “no condemnation” (v. 1), there is life both here and in the hereafter (vv. 9–11),
there is a child’s inheritance (vv. 15–17), there is legitimate hope of
heaven (vv. 24–25), there is the Spirit’s intercession (vv. 26–27), and
there is the promise of the presence of God always (vv. 31–39).
Peter’s “New Heavens and New Earth”
It is with appreciation for those blessings and in anticipation of
“God’s Promise of Final Restoration” that the apostle Peter uses
Isaiah’s prophetic terminology to challenge both the thinking and
life of every New Testament Christian. Consider the majesty of the
opening words of his first epistle:
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Blessed be the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ, who according
to His abundant mercy has begotten us again to a living hope through
the resurrection of Jesus Christ from the dead, to an inheritance incorruptible and undefiled and that does not fade away, reserved in heaven
for you, who are kept by the power of God through faith for salvation
ready to be revealed in the last time. (1:3–5)

With beautiful symmetry, Peter’s writings begin (1 Pet. 1) and
end (2 Pet. 3) with the legitimate hope of admission into the “everlasting kingdom of our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ” (2 Pet. 1:11).
Peter’s emphasis, however, is on the practical difference that current blessings and future hope should inspire in the present life of
God’s child.
We are not like the “scoffers” who walk “according to their own
lusts,” “willfully ignorant” (KJV) of the creative work of God in
history, in order to indulge the flesh while salving the conscience.
Contrary to the philosophy of uniformitarianism, Christians understand full well that “all things” do not “continue as they were from
the beginning of creation.” In fact, by the “word of God” through the
power of the flood, our Sovereign made clear that all of creation, animate and inanimate, is subject to his will and judgment. Christians
understand that the “longsuffering” of God is not to be confused
with interminable suffering.
It well may be that Peter alludes to Moses’ psalm that affirms of
Yahweh, “from everlasting to everlasting, You are God” and encourages us to “number our days, that we may gain a heart of wisdom” (Ps.
90:2, 12). Thus the conclusion that “the Lord is not slack concerning
His promise” of Christ’s return— a promise that should motivate
obedience and inspire confidence. Listen to Peter’s use of Isaiah’s
“heavens and earth” language:
But the day of the Lord will come as a thief in the night, in which the
heavens will pass away with a great noise, and the elements will melt
with fervent heat; both the earth and the works that are in it will be
burned up. Therefore, since all these things will be dissolved, what manner of persons ought you to be in holy conduct and godliness, looking
for and hastening the coming of the day of God, because of which the
heavens will be dissolved, being on fire, and the elements will melt with
fervent heat? Nevertheless we, according to His promise, look for new
heavens and a new earth in which righteousness dwells. (2 Pet. 3:10–13)
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In his second epistle, Peter clearly states that admission into
“the everlasting kingdom of our Lord and Savior, Jesus Christ” is
predicated on “giving all diligence” to cultivate the traits of spiritual maturity, i.e., “faith, virtue, knowledge, self-control, perseverance, godliness, brotherly kindness and love” (1:5–7). In chapter 3
he frames the issue in the form of a reasoned argument that leads
to a logical question: “Given that the world will end, the Lord will
come, and we are accountable to God, what kind of people should
we be?” The answers are many: holy in conduct, godly in spirit, anticipating in hope (“looking for and hastening the coming of the
day of God”), diligent in purity (“without spot and blameless”),
forewarned in heart (“since you know this beforehand”), and progressive in life (“grow in the grace and knowledge of our Lord and
Savior Jesus Christ”).
But the centerpiece of Peter’s teaching is that “we, according to
his promise, look for new heavens and a new earth in which righteousness dwells.”3 Christians “have His promise to reassure them.
What is this promise? In the three instances where the word promise
occurs (vv. 4, 9, 13), Peter puts the term in the context of the day
of the Lord. The promise is that ‘in the beginning God created the
heavens and the earth’ (Gen 1:1); at the end of time, He will create
a new heaven and a new earth” (Kistemaker 339). “New,” of course,
implies that something superior has come from something inferior,
(cf. Hamilton 254–55). And so out of captivity came restoration, out
of physical Israel came Messiah’s kingdom, and out of the destruction of this world shall come God’s final restoration.
John’s New Heaven and New Earth.
True to its title, the Revelation lifts the curtain on the final act in
God’s cosmic drama. The scene under consideration begins, however, not with glory, but with judgment.
Then I saw a great white throne and Him who sat on it, from whose
face the earth and the heaven fled away. And there was found no place
for them. And I saw the dead, small and great, standing before God,
and books were opened. And another book was opened, which is the
Book of Life. And the dead were judged according to their works, by
the things which were written in the books. The sea gave up the dead
who were in it, and Death and Hades delivered up the dead who were
in them. And they were judged, each one according to his works. Then
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Death and Hades were cast into the lake of fire. This is the second death.
And anyone not found written in the Book of Life was cast into the lake
of fire. (Rev. 20:11–15)

At this point Peter’s vision of faith regarding a “new heaven and
earth” begins to be made sight. There was “found no place” for the
old heavens and the old earth. With finality they are “dissolved”
away, no longer a fit or necessary habitat for the people of God.
But before “God’s Promise of Final Restoration” can be realized,
judgment must occur. The judgment depicted is purely righteous, a
consequence of our individual choice. As God spoke through Ezekiel long ago, “The soul who sins shall die. The son shall not bear
the guilt of the father, nor the father bear the guilt of the son. The
righteousness of the righteous shall be upon himself, and the wickedness of the wicked shall be upon himself” (18:20). In an act of
consummate fairness, our judgment is according to our “works,”
and whether we choose to have our name inscribed in the “book of
life,” i.e., the membership roll of Heaven’s citizens. For those who
have so chosen, the opening words of Revelation 21 provide tremendous comfort and hope.
Now I saw a new heaven and a new earth, for the first heaven and the
first earth had passed away. Also there was no more sea. Then I, John,
saw the holy city, New Jerusalem, coming down out of heaven from God,
prepared as a bride adorned for her husband. And I heard a loud voice
from heaven saying, “Behold, the tabernacle of God is with men, and He
will dwell with them, and they shall be His people. God Himself will be
with them and be their God. And God will wipe away every tear from
their eyes; there shall be no more death, nor sorrow, nor crying. There
shall be no more pain, for the former things have passed away.” Then He
who sat on the throne said, “Behold, I make all things new.” And He said
to me, “Write, for these words are true and faithful.” And He said to me,
“It is done! I am the Alpha and the Omega, the Beginning and the End.
I will give of the fountain of the water of life freely to him who thirsts.
He who overcomes shall inherit all things, and I will be his God and he
shall be My son.” (Rev. 21:1–5)

As in its previous usages, the phrase “new heaven and new earth”
signifies a new, superior order of things. Perhaps it is best described
by Hendrickson who notes the symmetry between the first book of
the Bible and the last:
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Genesis tells us that God created the heaven and earth. Revelation describes the new heaven and earth. In Genesis we read of the sun, moon,
and stars being made. In Revelation we read of a city that has no need of
the sun, nor the moon, for the glory of God lighteneth it, and its lamp
is the Lamb. In Genesis we read of a Paradise which is lost. Revelation
tells us of a Paradise restored. In Genesis we find a description of the
devil’s cunning power. Revelation reveals his defeat. Genesis pictures
man fleeing and hiding from God. Revelation describes wonderful
communion between God and redeemed man. Finally, Genesis shows
us an angel guarding the way to the tree of life. Revelation tells of man
being given access to the tree of life. (183)

Faith Made Sight: “All Things New”
The Presence of God. “He will dwell with them…God Himself will be
with them” (21:3). The very first image of the Apocalypse in chapter 4
is that God has not abdicated his throne in the face of adversity. The
concluding imagery pictures the redeemed at home in the presence
of their Father. It was that realization that motivated Paul to confess
that he had “a desire to depart and be with Christ, which is far better”
(Phil. 1:23). And that, by the way, is the essence of heaven: Heaven
is where his love is, where his righteousness is, where his holiness is,
where his peace is. No wonder then, we are encouraged to remember
that “our citizenship is in heaven, from which we also eagerly wait
for the Savior, the Lord Jesus Christ” (Phil. 3:20).
The Presence of Worship. “Behold, the tabernacle of God is with
men….” (21:3). Spiritual Israel is surely intended to remember that
the tabernacle in the wilderness was the focal point of Israelite worship. In Heaven there will be no more mocking of the Lord’s day or
the Lord’s people; no more blasphemous use of the holy name of our
holy God. No, in Heaven there will be worship wherein all “living
creatures give glory and honor and thanks to Him who sits on the
throne…and worship Him who lives forever and ever, and cast their
crowns before the throne, saying ‘You are worthy, O Lord, to receive
glory and honor and power; for You created all things, And by Your
will they exist and were created’” (4:9–11).
The Presence of Certainty. “Behold I make all things new… Write,
for these words are true and faithful” (21:5). What a tremendous
hope for those of us who live in a world of political uncertainty and
terrorist attack; a world of incurable disease and untimely death; a
world of financial failure and military invasion. The Hebrew writer
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described this hope as “an anchor of the soul, both sure and steadfast, and which enters the presence behind the veil, where the forerunner has entered for us, even Jesus….” (Heb. 6:19–20). That soul
adrift, battered by sin, laden with guilt, looking for a haven—that
soul needs the anchor that is the hope of heaven. It was that hope
that motivated Abraham—and motivates us—to live as “pilgrims”
marching toward a promised land where we will find “a city which
has foundations, whose builder and maker is God” (Heb. 11:10). “The
bliss of being with God is described by five negatives: no tears, no
death, no mourning, no crying and no pain; for ‘the first things are
passed away.’ These are no more, because sin which caused them is
no more; sin and death are swallowed up in victory” (Hailey 407).
Back to the Beginning
Our study began in Isaiah, the prophet who looked through the telescope of time and saw Messiah, Messiah’s kingdom, and Messiah’s
hope offered to those disciples who would live by faith and die in
hope. Oswalt’s conclusion to his tome on Isaiah is a fitting conclusion for us as well:
Thus Isaiah’s great book comes to its end in ways not unlike those in
which it began, with a reaffirmation of the great choice that lies before
the human race: judgment or hope. But there is one great difference.
The hope that the final chapters affirm is on the other side of judgment.
Indeed, what they tell us is that since the Holy One of Israel is the Creator and the only God, even judgment can be turned to hope if we will
let Him do it for us. No tragedy, no disaster, no fate that has befallen
us because of our stubborn self-worship need be the final word for us
while we yet breathe. This is the great good news of Isa. 52:13–53:12:
God has entered into our judgment and taken it on Himself, and because of that He can declare that finally nothing can keep us from His
life—except our own determination to persist in rebellion. (693)

Notes
1. The details of this tragedy can be found in virtually every website
devoted to Naval history. A very fine narrative is available at massmoments.org—keywords: “s-4” and “Paulding.”
2. The familiar case of Caiphas provides a fine illustration of prophesy with multiple meanings and future fulfillment of which the
speaker has no comprehension: “And one of them, Caiaphas, being
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high priest that year, said to them, ‘You know nothing at all, nor do
you consider that it is expedient for us that one man should die for
the people, and not that the whole nation should perish.’ Now this he
did not say on his own authority; but being high priest that year he
prophesied that Jesus would die for the nation, and not for that nation only, but also that He would gather together in one the children
of God who were scattered abroad” (John 11:49–52).
3. It is not within the scope of this lecture to discuss the multiple
theories of premillennial thought relative to a renewed earth as the
future dwelling place of God’s children. However, The Doctrine of
Last Things: Florida College Annual Lectures 1986 provides a thorough expose of those theories.
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Part Two
The Day Lectures

“The Sound of Weeping and Joy”
Courage to Attempt Restoration
Mike Wilson
At first glance, this may not seem like the most exciting portion of
Scripture. Of the 280 verses in Ezra, 111 are registers, 109 are narrative, 44 are letters, 10 are prayer, 3 are proclamation, and 3 are
excerpts. MacDonald says of this breakdown, “It shows that a book
which includes many documents from secular sources can by the
Holy Spirit’s selection and arrangement make them a part of the
inspired record” (471). Unfortunately, it is not a “selection and arrangement” that stir the imagination of many modern readers. In
fact, Drane speaks of the “disjointed nature” of Ezra and Nehemiah, which “seem to be not so much a continuous story” but “a kind
of preliminary collection of information such as a historian might
make before writing his polished account” (185).
If one does a little digging, however, he will see priceless nuggets
of life-changing spiritual history. Try to imagine the joy of setting
foot in the Promised Land after seventy years of captivity. God made
it happen by softening the heart of the world’s most powerful king
and protecting his vulnerable returnees from hostile neighbors. The
sack of Jerusalem “was a death to make way for a rebirth. A millennium before this, Israel had been transplanted to Egypt, to emerge
no longer a family but a nation. Now her long night in Babylon was
to mark another turning-point, so that she emerged no longer a
kingdom but a little flock with the makings of a church” (Kidner 13).
The history begins with a royal proclamation, itself a fulfillment
of hopes, dreams, and prophecies that would have resonated powerfully in ancient Jewish hearts (1:1–4). King Cyrus of Persia had
amassed the greatest empire in earth’s history. He “began his rule
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in Babylon in October 539 b.c.,” and his generosity to the Jews “was
part of a wider policy toward all the peoples held captive in Babylon.
The Hebrew decree issued by Cyrus (Ezra 1:2–4) is paralleled by a
similar Aramaic record in 6:3–5” (Klein 373; cf. Finegan 266). The
accounts are not identical, so Wood suggests that “the original edict
was longer than either” and contained items found in both (392).
In any event, Cyrus’s “most significant achievement, against all
human reckoning, was not to win an empire but ‘to build my city and
set my exiles free’ (Isa. 45:13)” (Kidner 32). This was part of a larger
“policy of placating the gods of his subject peoples instead of carrying off their cult images as the Assyrians and the Babylonians had
done earlier” (Archaeological Study Bible 669). A parallel inscription
is found on a clay barrel called the Cyrus Cylinder. It reads, in part:
I returned to (these) sacred cities on the other side of the Tigris, the
sanctuaries of which have been ruins for a long time, the images which
(used) to live therein and established for them permanent sanctuaries.
I (also) gathered all their (former) inhabitants and returned (to them)
their habitations….
May all the gods whom I have resettled in their sacred cities ask
daily Bel and Nebo for a long life for me.; to Marduk, my lord, may they
say this: “Cyrus, the king who worships you, and Cambyses, his son,…”
…all of them I settled in a peaceful place.... (Pritchard 208)

Considering the similarity of language between the Cyrus Cylinder and Cyrus’s edict in Ezra, the homage paid in Ezra 1:2 to the
Lord was probably a “diplomatic courtesy, yet sincere enough in its
way” (Kidner 33). After all, was Yahweh only the God of Jerusalem
(1:3)? Certainly that is where the temple would be rebuilt, in the same
manner that other sanctuaries would reemerge in cities associated
with the names of idolatrous gods. The Persian kings followed Zorastrianism, but they “regularly affirmed the gods of the other nations;
their religion was at least very inclusive in nature” (Archaeological
Study Bible 669). Kidner suggests, “Zechariah’s two visions of horsemen patrolling the earth (Zech. 1:7ff.; 6:1ff.) may well owe something
of their form to the relays of swift couriers who enabled the king’s
writ to run throughout his enormous realm (cf. Esth. 8:10)” (15).
According to Josephus, Jews showed Cyrus the prophecy of Isaiah
44:28 naming him as the deliverer, and “he was controlled by a desire
to fulfill what was written” (Ant. xi.1). Perhaps so, although there are
many who doubt the reliability of this report, suggesting instead that
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Cyrus was an unwitting participant in the divine plan. In any case,
“the secret government of the world by Jehovah is, in part, opened to
us, and we see how great political events…improbable, are brought
about by his action on men’s hearts; we see that he does not leave,
has never left, the heathen wholly to themselves, but condescends
to put thoughts into their minds, and bend their wills, and so bring
about his purposes” (The Pulpit Commentary, PC Study Bible). Proverbs 21:1 supports this idea: “The king’s heart is a stream of water in
the hand of the Lord; he turns it wherever he will.” It was God who
“stirred up” the spirit of King Cyrus, and God who roused the spirit of
each volunteer, just as God would later “put into” Nehemiah’s heart
the desire to rebuild the walls of Jerusalem (Neh. 2:12).
The proclamation set into motion the beginning of a great religious movement. Ezra’s first three chapters highlight three stages:
• Returning (from exile) – 1:11;
• Resettling – 2:70;
• Rebuilding – ch. 3.
Returning (Ezra 1)
What follows is the result of the decree: “Then rose up the heads
of the fathers’ houses of Judah and Benjamin, and the priests and
Levites, everyone whose spirit God had stirred to go up to rebuild
the house of the Lord that is in Jerusalem” (Ezra 1:5 ESV, and so
throughout). Just as the Israelites of old had plundered the Egyptians
at the Exodus (Exod. 12:33–36), the returning exiles did not go back
empty-handed. People do not have to be believers for God to use
them. All told, there a four sources of gifts mentioned: (a) the Jewish
neighbors who remained behind (1:4); (b) “All who were about them,”
which evidently includes Gentiles (1:6); (c) King Cyrus, who commissioned the return of temple vessels plundered by Nebuchadnezzar (1:7–11); and (d) family heads who offered freewill offerings after
returning to the Promised Land (2:68–69).
Derek Kidner makes two significant points. First, “it is left to us
to picture what it may have meant to see this consecrated gold and
silver brought out into the light of day, every piece of it a witness
to God’s sovereign care and the continuance of the covenant…. The
businesslike transfer of articles, ‘counted out’ (v. 8) from one custodian to another, may have been outwardly undramatic, but it was
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momentous” (35). Second, “the closing words of the chapter, from
Babylonia to Jerusalem, mark one of the turning-points of history”
(35). The seventy years of prophesied Babylonian captivity were over
(Jer. 25:11–12; 29:10; Dan. 9:2). The royal deliverer who was foretold
long in advance by name as “Cyrus” was the human catalyst (Isa.
44:28; 45:1). The long journey home had begun.
Resettling (Ezra 2)
The exiles who returned were led by eleven men, most notably Zerubbabel and Jeshua (2:1–2). Jeshua, or Joshua, “the first high priest after
the Exile, was the grandson of Seraiah, the last high priest before the
Exile (cf. 2 Kings 25:18)” (Cundall 399; cf. 1 Chron. 6:14–15). Sheshbazzar played a major role. His name appears “as Sanabassar in 1 Esdras and in Josephus, probably from the name Sin-ab-usur” (Kaiser
420). It is possible that this is another name for Zerubbabel (cf. 1:8,
11; 5:14, 16), but there are other options (Kidner 139–42).
Then there is a catalogue of family groups, with all their strangesounding names (2:2–35). Imagine how many times readers of the
Bible skip over this chapter! Some are recorded according to significant ancestors and others according to hometown. But why would
God bother to record for posterity so many names, taking up valuable space in the sacred text? The answer is that every one of those
names represents a group of real people who had enough courage
to go back, start over, and rebuild the temple. The Lord is honoring
their memory as heroes, and every one of them is important.
This record also establishes a link, or continuity, with historic Israel—a matter of vital importance. Special mention is made of those
who would occupy important roles in the reconstructed temple.
There are priests (2:36–39); Levites, singers, gatekeepers (2:40–42);
temple servants (2:43–54); and sons of Solomon’s servants (2:55–58).
Those who could not prove their descent are also mentioned (2:59–
63). This includes ordinary Israelites (vv. 59–60), important because
of their ancestral heritage and land rights issues that might arise.
“The importance of family records was twofold: for settling claims
to property, and for ensuring that the restored community had an
unbroken descent from the original Israel. But it was not pressed beyond this point: the unsuccessful claimants were not sent back, but
evidently given provisionally the same standing as the circumcised
foreigners (vv. 43–54)” (Kidner 41). More specifically, those with
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broken genealogical records include priests (vv. 61–62). “The latter
were excluded temporarily from the priesthood until a high priest
could be installed who could consult Urim and Thummim, the dicelike objects that had been used in earlier days to determine God’s
will in matters that were beyond human wisdom” (Klein 373).
The final tally includes 42,360 representing “the whole assembly,”
7,337 male and female servants, and 200 male and female singers—
nearly 50,000 in all (2:64–67). Nothing is said of those who did not
go. The heroes were those who did. Wiersbe says, “The total that
Ezra gives (42,360) is 12,542 more than the total you get when you
add up the individual figures given in the chapter. Nehemiah also
gives 42,360 (Neh. 7:66). However, in giving this list, Ezra didn’t say
that these several groups represented all the men who left Babylon,
nor do we know how many more joined after the list was completed.
It’s possible that he counted men only from Judah and Benjamin, so
that pilgrims from the other ten tribes make up the difference” (Wiersbe, PC Study Bible).
These returnees did two things upon their return. First, the heads
of families “made freewill offerings for the house of God…according
to their ability” (2:68–69; cf. 1 Cor. 16:2; 2 Cor. 8:3). A calculation
of this last gift suggests a certain amount of wealth in addition to
the generosity. “A mina would have been the equivalent of five years’
wages,” and they gave 5,000 minas of silver, besides 61,000 darics
of gold and 100 priests’ garments (Archaeological Study Bible 668).
Incidentally, the large number of slaves (v. 65) is also indicative of
wealthy participants. This may seem remarkable, considering their
years of captivity, but God blesses his people even in exile. Second,
they settled “in their towns” (2:70). They occupied their ancestral
homes in the land of promise.
Rebuilding (Ezra 3)
After the settlement, the first recorded order of business was the
rebuilding of the altar (3:1–7). When the seventh month came, the
people “gathered as one man to Jerusalem” (3:1), with Jeshua and
Zerubbabel leading the charge (3:2). The fear of hostile peoples
around them was a catalyst for giving priority to the altar (3:3).
Rather than immediately build Jerusalem’s walls or the temple, “they
seemed to know that their primary need was to be right with God,
and therefore they cleared a space in the rubble and built the Lord’s
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altar” (Motyer 164). “Burnt offerings morning and evening” were
offered to invoke the Lord’s blessing and favor. The daily, weekly,
monthly, and annual offerings were reinstituted after years of exile
(3:4–5). “So the system of offerings and festivals was set in motion,
beginning on the day which ushered in the seventh month (v. 6)
with trumpets (Lev. 23:24), the month which was the climax of the
Jewish year” (Kidner 46).
Since it was the seventh month in the Jewish calendar, September/October, the Feast of Booths was the first annual feast they observed (3:4). Years later, after the temple would be completed, they
would keep the Passover (6:19–22). But here, when they have just
recently returned from exile and there is nothing but the altar, they
celebrate the Feast of Booths. This is fitting, because this feast reminded them of an earlier time when their ancestors camped in the
wilderness, with no certain land to call home.
Even here, they had an altar without a temple, as “the foundation
of the temple was not yet laid” (3:6). They gave funds to masons and
carpenters, and food, drink, and oil to Sidonians and Tyrians in exchange for transport of cedar trees from Lebanon to Joppa by way of
the sea—this too a reminder of the earlier temple built by Solomon
(3:7; cf. 2 Chron. 2:15–16).
Finally, work on the temple itself began, if only the foundation
(3:8–13). In the second month of the second year after the return,
Zerubbabel and Jeshua make a “beginning” (3:8). Restoration is
about new beginnings. Levites “supervised the workmen” (3:9).
When the builders completed the foundation, the returning exiles
held a dedication ceremony with spiritual dimensions (3:10). They
offered responsorial praise (3:11) which mirrored the repeated refrain of Psalm 136, “For his steadfast love endures forever.” There
was “a great shout” (3:11), but “many of the…old men who had seen
the first house, wept” (3:12). In fact, the joyful shouting and weeping
were indistinguishable (3:13).
Lessons from Ezra 1–3: Courage to Attempt Restoration
The unfolding of this chapter of sacred history provides three timeless lessons for all spiritual posterity who attempt restoration:
• The Risks of Restoration;
• The Vision of Restoration;
• The Emotion of Restoration.

“The Sound of Weeping and Joy”

✦

49

1. The Risks of Restoration. The business of undertaking restoration always involves risks. First, only a small percentage of Jews returned—about 50,000. Compare that figure to the 603,550 fighting
men numbered at the time of Moses (Num. 1:45). “Ezekiel 1:1 records that Jewish exiles had settled along the Kebar River, perhaps
near Nippur, a city in southern Mesopotamia. Clay tablets from the
Murashu archives at Nippur reveal the presence of Jews remaining
there a century after Ezra” (Archaeological Study Bible 673). Moreover, just over a half century after these events recorded in Ezra,
enough Jews lived in the east to kill 75,000 enemy neighbors in just
two days (Esth. 9:16).
Consider how much longer the list of family names could have
been, especially since King Cyrus specifically invites “whoever is
among you of all his people” to participate (1:3). Only those heroes
who returned are preserved forever in the pages of the Bible. Only
a “remnant” would return. Isaiah 10:21–22 says, “A remnant will
return, the remnant of Jacob, to the mighty God. For though your
people Israel be as the sand of the sea, only a remnant of them will
return.” Zephaniah 2:7 adds, “The seacoast shall become the possession of the remnant of the house of Judah, on which they shall
graze, and in the houses of Ashkelon they shall lie down at evening.
For the Lord their God will be mindful of them and restore their
fortunes.” Ezra later confesses, “For we are left a remnant that has
escaped” (Ezra 9:15). Kidner concludes, “Now the Lord, as though
to emphasize that He is not the God of the big battalions, stirred
only a remnant of this remnant into action. This whittling down of
numbers and power, ever since the heyday of the kings, is reminiscent of His way with Gideon’s army and, later, with the crowds of
Galilee and Judea” (34).
This underscores the danger of growing comfortable or complacent, as most Jews had done in captivity. It illustrates the courage
needed to leave behind the familiar and the traditional. The younger
people were going home to a land that was essentially foreign to them.
They were pilgrims traveling to a new world. They were pioneers who
left behind familiar comfort zones. Unlike their oldest compatriots
who had been uprooted by Nebuchadnezzar and endured the entire
captivity, these younger Jews were willing to boldly go where none of
their contemporaries had gone before.
Even today, restoration is not a task for those who are content with
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the status quo. If it were, then the sense of adventure would give way
to a stale orthodoxy, as if those who carry on have all the answers,
handed down and regurgitated in robotic fashion. Chesterton said,
“Tradition is the democracy of the dead” (Fernandez-Arnesto and
Wilson 47). Fernandez-Arnesto and Wilson have wisely observed,
“While ‘old order’ and ‘good custom’ become tainted by unworthy
agents, the determination to cling to them robs them of vigour. It is
like trying, by climatic engineering, to preserve a fine forest tree in
the full splendour of its summer foliage. Deprived of the necessary
death and rebirth of the seasons it would become a weakened and
pitiful thing” (123). This is why every generation must re-examine
its assumptions, no matter how threatening that may sound to some.
Open investigation of truth should be a never-ending exercise.
Just as some people will not begin the journey of restoration, others
will not continue past a certain point. Genuine restoration, however,
must be viewed as a continuing process, not a finished work. In the
early fourteenth century, Archbishop Fitzralph of Armagh expressed
a noble ideal: “I used to think that I had penetrated to the depths of
Your Truth with the citizens of Your Heaven; until You, the Solid
Truth, shone upon me in Your Scriptures, scattering the cloud of
my error, and showing me how I was croaking in the marshes with
the toads and frogs” (Fernandez-Arnesto and Wilson 31). Jesus says,
“And you will know the truth, and the truth will set you free” (John
8:32). Loving the plan of God is risky business, but we must embrace
the challenge, regardless of who joins us on the journey.
2. The Vision of Restoration. The vision must come from God. In
the case of the return from Babylonian exile, Ezra 1–3 emphasizes
that God planned it, God prophesied it, and God empowered it. The
agenda was God-driven, not man-driven. Even more remarkable, the
tools for implementing the vision were already embedded in God’s
Word, and the returning exiles openly recognized this fact. Notice
the emphasis. They rebuilt the altar and reinstituted the sacrificial
system “as it is written in the Law of Moses” (3:2). They observed the
Feast of Booths “as it is written” (3:4). They offered daily burnt offerings “according to the rule” (3:4). At the dedication ceremony for the
temple, priests and Levites came forward with musical instruments
“according to the directions of David king of Israel” (3:10). What kind
of men were these? “They appear to have been men, in the main, loving the old state of things. They were conservatives….” (The Pulpit
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Commentary, PC Study Bible). These were people who maintained
a healthy balance between respect for the old paths and a spirit of
adventure to rise up and act boldly.
There were great expectations, and excitement was in the air. Yet,
in a sense, the whole enterprise sputtered, as the rest of Ezra, Haggai, and Zechariah makes clear. There were challenges, both external
and internal, at every turn. There was persecution on the outside as
well as misplaced priorities on the inside. Since the return from captivity is spoken of prophetically as a glorious event, why would God
allow for such slow progress as it actually unfolds? Here is another
valuable lesson for posterity. In the great turning points of spiritual
history, God’s ways are not our ways. Adversity and the need for simple hard work are the rule rather than the exception.
As subsequent generations embark on the task of restoration, any
accurate barometer of success must include the need for realistic expectations and recognize the danger of unrealistic expectations. Ezra
teaches us to avoid illusions of grandeur on the world’s terms. As
Kidner reminds us, “Once again, there are conscious echoes of Solomon’s celebrations, though there are contrasts too. This time there
is no ark, no visible glory, indeed no Temple: only some beginnings,
and small beginnings at that. But God is enthroned on the praises of
Israel, and these could be as glorious as Solomon’s. Perhaps they were
more so, for while they matched the earlier occasion, word for word
and almost instrument for instrument (2 Chron. 5:13), they were
sung in conditions more conducive to humility than to pride, and
called for a faith that had few earthly guarantees to bolster it” (47).
Zechariah challenged those who “despised the day of small
things” (Zech. 4:10). And Haggai urges his people to see their feeble
efforts as one building block in the path to a glorious future. It is an
idealized future with Messianic implications: “Who is left among
you who saw this house in its former glory? How do you see it now?
Is it not as nothing in your eyes? Yet now be strong, O Zerubbabel, declares the Lord. Be strong, O Joshua, son of Jehozadak, the
high priest. Be strong, all you people of the land, declares the Lord.
Work, for I am with you, declares the Lord of hosts… The latter glory of this house shall be greater than the former, says the Lord of
hosts” (Hag. 2:3–4, 9).
Isaiah 66:1–2 merges both of these vision concepts into a single
thought: “Thus says the Lord: ‘Heaven is my throne, and the earth
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is my footstool; what is the house that you would build for me, and
what is the place of my rest? All these things my hand has made, and
so all these things came to be, declares the Lord. But this is the
one to whom I will look: he who is humble and contrite in spirit and
trembles at my word.’” If the vision of those who attempt restoration
is to build something great, in human terms, the ultimate achievement will prove to be wholly unworthy of the great God we serve.
Human artistic endeavors will always fall short, because God “is not
served by human hands, as though he needed anything” (Acts 17:25).
On the other hand, the only thing we can truly give God is what this
first generation of returned exiles began to give: an absolute submission of heart to God’s revealed plan.
3. The Emotion of Restoration. There were joys and sorrows, “a
great shout” and weeping with “a loud voice” (3:11–12). This was not
a cold enterprise perpetuated mindlessly in automatic pilot. The
movement was not driven by mere subjective feelings, but it engendered strong emotions nonetheless. There was great sadness and
gladness at the same time. Of the sadness, Klein asks, “Did some
fear they would not live long enough to see the completion of the
Temple? Or did the plans for the restored Temple seem pale by comparison with the original (cf. Hag. 2:3; Zech. 4:10)?” (374).
In any case, it is worthy of note that proper reverence before
God covers the whole gamut of human emotion. “Is anyone among
you suffering? Let him pray. Is anyone cheerful? Let him sing praise.
Is anyone among you sick? Let him call for the elders of the church,
and let them pray over him, anointing him with oil in the name of
the Lord” (Jas. 5:13–14). “James mentions three conditions of life,
and then he offers the appropriate spiritual outlet for each” (Wilson 80). One is not necessarily more spiritual or reverent because
he is somber. Sometimes the occasion calls for “fasting,” “weeping,” and “mourning” (Joel 2:12). On the other hand, eleven of the
Psalms speak of shouting “for joy.” In the kingdom of God, there is
“righteousness and peace and joy in the Holy Spirit” (Rom. 14:17).
Who is to say which of these emotions was more appropriate for
the occasion of Ezra 3?
Moreover, it is possible and profitable for young and old to show
different emotions side by side, even in the same assembly. A successful restoration movement does not target just one generation. Intergenerational faith is essential (Mal. 4:6). In Ezra 3, there are differing
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perspectives, resulting from vast differences in life experience. Did
the younger people lack reverence because they shouted with joy?
Were the older men hopelessly out of touch because they wept? So
far as we know, the young did not accuse the old of being stuck in a
time warp. Nor did the old dismiss the young because they were too
shallow and enthusiastic. We need both the zeal of youth and the
wise perspective of age, and there is room for both in the kingdom.
Final Thought
The task of restoring men and women to God’s plan is an exalted
privilege not to be taken lightly. It involves great risks, because restoration is an ongoing process, and not many will have the courage
to embrace it entirely. The vision that drives it must be both realistic
and motivated by God and his truth. Finally, allowances must be
made for intergenerational emotion, as obedience “from the heart
to the standard of teaching” is the driving force behind any spiritual
restoration (Rom. 6:17). May God bless us as we take up this great
task with a spirit of adventure, following the steps of those who have
boldly gone before us.
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“They Discouraged the People of Judah”
Opposition to Restoration
Kent Heaton
Amid the ruins of a once great city the noise of trumpets and cymbals declares the completion of the foundation of the new temple.
Surrounded by the rubble of walls and burned gates, a chorus of
voices heralds the beginning of the return of God’s people to the
Promised Land to restore the one true worship of Jehovah God.
Zerubbabel and Jeshua, with “the rest of their brethren the priests
and the Levites, and all those who had come out of the captivity
to Jerusalem” (Ezra 3:8), have begun the work of building anew the
“house of God” (Ezra 1:4).
Then all the people shouted with a great shout, when they praised the
Lord, because the foundation of the house of the Lord was laid. But
many of the priests and Levites and heads of the fathers’ houses, old
men who had seen the first temple, wept with a loud voice when the
foundation of this temple was laid before their eyes. Yet many shouted
aloud for joy, so that the people could not discern the noise of the shout
of joy from the noise of the weeping of the people, for the people shouted with a loud shout, and the sound was heard afar off. (Ezra 3:11–13)

Restoration has the sound of joy mixed with weeping when the
people of God unite in common cause to rebuild. The temple of the
Lord Most High destroyed a half century before is now rising from
the ashes of rebellious Israel. A new day dawns upon the land of
promise to restore the blessings of the Father upon his dispersed
children. But the joy of restoration will be tested in the fires of adversity and oppression. Standing next to Joshua in the vision of Zechariah is Satan, who will oppose the work of the Lord (Zech. 3:1). The
serpent of old will again whisper words of deceit, lies, and division
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to halt the building of the temple and seek to hinder the work of the
Lord. While the devil delays the rebuilding, he will be defeated by
courageous men who are willing to stand and declare, “We are the
servants of the God of heaven and earth, and we are rebuilding the
temple that was built many years ago, which a great king of Israel
built and completed” (Ezra 5:11).
The People of the Land versus the People of Judah (Ezra 4:1–24)
The word “adversity” in the Old Testament is a term that expresses a
form of distress and evil. It is conveyed by four Hebrew words, among
which the meaning suggests in the masculine a “halting or falling”
(Wilson 7). The adversaries of the people of Judah heard about the
effort to rebuild the temple and put forth plans to halt the construction. Under the pretext of wanting to help, they came to offer their
assistance. Rebuffed by Zerubbabel, Jeshua, and the rest of the heads
of the fathers of Israel, the “people of the land tried to discourage the
people of Judah” (Ezra 4:4). They made it very difficult for the building to continue and hired counselors to dissuade the Persian courts
to allow the building to continue. This concerted effort on the part of
the people of the land continued unabated for sixteen years.
During the reigns of Ahasuerus and Artaxerxes, letters were
written with accusations against the people of Judah. In a letter written to Artaxerxes (Ezra 4:11–16) the people of the land suggest that if
the people of Judah are allowed to continue building the temple they
would return to being the rebellious and evil city of old. “Let it now
be known to the king that, if this city is built and the walls completed, they will not pay tax, tribute, or custom, and the king’s treasury
will be diminished” (Ezra 4:13). Responding to these false charges
King Artaxerxes demands the building to cease and “not be built
until the command is given by me” (Ezra 4:21). The adversaries of the
people of Judah had won the battle and they hastened to Jerusalem
to stop the work by force of arms (Ezra 4:23). “Thus the work of the
house of God which is at Jerusalem ceased, and it was discontinued
until the second year of the reign of Darius king of Persia” (Ezra 4:24).
“It can be anticipated that when God’s people get busy, Satan will
raise opposition” (Ratzlaff 47). It is not new that when the people
of God seek to do his will that Satan will take every opportunity to
challenge, discourage and defeat the efforts of the righteous. The
people of Judah were excited about being able to rebuild the glori-
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ous temple of the Lord God. How discouraging it must have been
to see their efforts thwarted time and again throughout the sixteen
years of work stoppage. Some would have given up and never had
any hope of the temple being rebuilt. Still others would have held
on for years, but for how long? Nearly two decades pass and what
once was a time of rejoicing and tears (Ezra 3:8–13) has now turned
to disinterest and apathy.
When Satan is able to discourage the people of God often they
turn inward and care for their own needs rather than the work of the
Lord. Elijah the prophet became discouraged when his work did not
reap the harvest he hoped for. After the victory at Mt. Carmel the
prophet believed that God’s people would turn back to righteousness. Jezebel made certain Elijah knew that his life was forfeit, and
with a bounty on his head, Elijah fled to the wilderness. The Lord
finds him depressed, despondent, and wanting to die (1 Kings 19:4).
The people of Judah were like Elijah and felt defeated and without
purpose. “This people says, ‘The time has not come, the time that the
Lord’s house should be built’” (Hag. 1:2).
The joy of rebuilding the temple had turned bitter by oppression
and conflict. The people turned to their own needs and began building their “paneled houses” while the temple lay in ruin (Hag. 1:4). It
was not the persecution against their efforts to rebuild the temple
that defeated them, but rather the manner in which they responded
to the persecution: they gave up! Were they blaming God for not giving them a land that flowed with milk and honey? Did they expect
that everything would be easy and without challenges? The Lord
called for the people to “consider your ways” (Hag. 1:5, 7). The land
had not produced enough, the winters were hard, and their money
had fallen out of bags with holes in them (Hag. 1:6). The spirit of the
people was crushed under the hand of oppression. Adversity stopped
the building of the temple of God. Satan had gained a foothold. But
the Lord’s work would not be defeated. Courageous men would rise
up to move the people to rebuild the temple.
A Time for Revival (Ezra 5:1)
Arthur Koestler said, “Courage is never to let your actions be influenced by your fears” (Woods). For sixteen years the rebuilding of
the temple had gone unfinished. Fear had measured the actions of
the people and its leaders. The time had come for revival. The time
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had come for courageous men to stand up and exhort the people to
build. Haggai the prophet was the “man of the hour” (Hailey 297).
Like Esther, Haggai had “come to the kingdom for such a time as
this” (Esth. 4:12) and would rally the people to put their hearts back
to rebuilding the house of God. His central message was focused
on building the temple and nothing else would satisfy the Lord. His
preaching caused the people to fear the presence of the Lord (Hag.
1:12) and stirred them to action.
Zechariah the son of Iddo would also inspire the people of Judah
to build. A call to repentance would be the mantra of Zechariah’s
message. The Lord directs the prophet to tell the people, “Return to
Me and I will return to you” (Zech. 1:3). Zechariah would appeal to
the glory days that are yet to come in the Messiah. His preaching
would instill hope in the hearts of discouraged people. Among those
who returned from captivity many lacked the total commitment to
the work of rebuilding. Zechariah began prophesying two months
after Haggai (Zech. 1:1; cf. Hag. 1:1) in exhorting those lacking commitment to put their shoulders to the work. Everyone was needed and
no one was lacking opportunity. Hailey quotes F. W. Farrar when he
writes, “Discouragement however profound is not an adequate reason
for neglecting duties, even when they seem to be encompassed with
difficulty. ‘Be strong and work’ is a glorious motto for human life”
(301). Zechariah would compliment the work of Haggai to remove the
discouragement of the people and cause the temple to be rebuilt. “Be
strong and work” became the banner of Haggai and Zechariah.
Times of trouble call for men who are troubled by the unwillingness of God’s people to “stand in the gap” (Ezek. 22:30) and complete the work of restoration. Haggai and Zechariah were distressed
by those who were disheartened to return to the work of the Lord.
We should be concerned and troubled by the lack of zeal and commitment to restoration. It is easy to find comfort in discouragement
where inactivity rules the day rather than the burdens of rebuilding.
The heat of oppression will sap energy and weaken most men, but we
must be of the faith of Haggai and Zechariah, who boldly preached
the message of revival. Restoration cannot come from hearts burdened with apathy. Desire alone would not rebuild the temple. It
would take willing hands and earnest hearts stirred by courage to
move the heavy stones and work the new timber.
Men of faith remind the downtrodden that God is with them
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even in the darkest hour. “Then Haggai, the Lord’s messenger, spoke
the Lord’s message to the people, saying, ‘I am with you, says the
Lord’” (Hag. 1:13). The spirit of revival is born on the wings of faith
that cry out, “The Lord is my helper; I will not fear. What can man
do to me?” (Heb. 13:6). The message of restoration is the courage to
face adversity with the help of Jehovah God. Defeat may test our efforts but it does not have to stop us. The greatest mistake is giving
up when God has yet to begin his work within us. “Success is not
measured by what you accomplish, but by the opposition you have
encountered, and the courage with which you have maintained the
struggle against overwhelming odds” (Orison Swett Marden, qtd. in
Woods). Haggai and Zechariah gave the people something to believe
in again. “‘Yet now be strong, Zerubbabel,’ says the Lord; ‘and be
strong, Joshua, son of Jehozadak, the high priest; and be strong, all
you people of the land,’ says the Lord, ‘and work; for I am with you,’
says the Lord of hosts” (Hag. 2:4).
The Work of Restoration Begins (Ezra 5:2–6:12)
“So Zerubbabel the son of Shealtiel and Jeshua the son of Jozadak
rose up and began to build the house of God which is in Jerusalem;
and the prophets of God were with them, helping them” (Ezra 5:2).
Moved by the preaching of Haggai, the people began to build. With
courage they “obeyed the voice of the Lord their God, and the words
of Haggai the prophet, as the Lord their God had sent him; and the
people feared the presence of the Lord” (Hag. 1:12). They did not
have legal authority to build and were challenged by “Tattenai, the
governor beyond the River, and Shethar-Bozenai and their companions” (Ezra 5:3). The preaching of Haggai was powerful enough to
stir the people to put aside the fears of retribution. When asked the
names of those who commanded the building to resume, no hesitancy was found as they told them the names. God’s providential
care for his emboldened people allowed the restoration to continue
while inquires were made.
A report was sent to Darius explaining the situation in Jerusalem.
The temple was being rebuilt and those in authority over Jerusalem
needed an official word to allow the construction to continue. The
letter “is not accusative nor angry; in fact, it praises Israel’s workmanship. It appears to be an honest inquiry concerning a situation
which had arisen, for which the governor had insufficient instruc-
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tion to act” (Ratzlaff 64). God’s providence continued to guide the
proceedings. Unlike the report that stopped the work, this letter
would be sealed by the will of the people.
The people are no longer in fear as the report describes those
working on the temple as “servants of the God of heaven and earth”
(Ezra 5:11). Winston Churchill said, “Courage is rightly esteemed the
first of human qualities, because…it is the quality which guarantees
all others” (Woods). Courage had stimulated the will of the people
to “be strong” (Hag. 2:4a). The Lord tells them to “work; for I am
with you…according to the word that I covenanted with you when
you came out of Egypt, so My Spirit remains among you; do not fear”
(Hag. 2:4b–5). The people continued to work as the messengers took
the report to Darius the king. Here is faith in action. Adversity had
made them stronger. Opposition would not hinder their efforts.
A search was made in the treasuries stored in Babylon and a scroll
was found at Achmetha that recorded the decree of King Cyrus
(Ezra 6:1–2). The hand of the Lord had preserved the record to be revealed in its own time. As with Cyrus, the Lord had raised up Darius
to accomplish the divine will. Darius orders the people of the land,
including their leaders, to keep themselves far from the work of the
temple. “Let the work of this house of God alone; let the governor of
the Jews and the elders of the Jews build this house of God on its site”
(Ezra 6:7). Furthermore, the providence of God repaid the adversaries of Judah and Benjamin with retribution as Darius demanded the
cost be “paid at the king’s expense from taxes on the region beyond
the River; this is to be given immediately to these men, so that they
are not hindered” (Ezra 6:8). How fitting that those who once opposed and halted the work of the Lord by force would now be forced
to pay for the repairs to the house of God with their own money. The
king seals his decree with a warning that any who would oppose him
would suffer death, including judgment from “the God who causes
His name to dwell there” (Ezra 6:12).
It is difficult in the midst of a storm to see that the one who walks
on its surface can calm the tempest. The people of the land had discouraged the people of Judah but God was still in control. At first the
people allowed adversity to stop the work of restoration. God showed
them their courage when they found their faith. Francis of Sales
wrote, “Every one knows how to be resigned amid the joys and happiness of prosperity, but to be so amid the storms and tempests is pe-
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culiar to the children of God” (Woods). As God had worked through
King Cyrus, the people could now see him working through King
Darius. The divine will would be accomplished regardless of what
men would do. Gamaliel declared in Acts 5:38–39, “And now I say to
you, keep away from these men and let them alone; for if this plan or
this work is of men, it will come to nothing; but if it is of God, you
cannot overthrow it—lest you even be found to fight against God.”
The Temple Completed and the Passover Celebrated (Ezra 6:13–22)
The people of the land obeyed the decree of the king and let the restoration continue; the people of Judah prospered through the prophesying of Haggai and Zechariah. On the third day of the month of
Adar the temple was finished in accordance with the commandment
of the God of Israel. Joy long ago lost in the oppression and persecution now returns under the grace and mercy of the divine will of
God. The temple is dedicated with bulls, rams, lambs and goats, and
priests are assigned along with the Levites “as it is written in the
Book of Moses” (Ezra 6:17–18).
The restored temple stands as a testimony to the faith of the
people of God who faced adversity and overcame. It was not an easy
task and while the work was hindered for many years they found
their courage and trusted in the divine will. “And the descendants
of the captivity kept the Passover on the fourteenth day of the first
month” (Ezra 6:19). The restored temple would bring about spiritual
restoration in the hearts of the people of Judah. “And they kept the
Feast of Unleavened Bread seven days with joy; for the Lord made
them joyful, and turned the heart of the king of Assyria toward
them, to strengthen their hands in the work of the house of God,
the God of Israel” (Ezra 6:22).
Jerusalem had returned to the place of where God’s glory dwelt
with men. When Solomon dedicated the first temple, he recognized
that the heavens could not contain the glory of God, much less the
temple which he built (1 Kings 8:27). In this new temple we find
where God has always wanted to dwell: in the hearts of his people
who will face their enemies with courage and tenacity and diligence
to fight for the cause of righteousness. The people of Judah overcame.
Great men of faith like Haggai and Zechariah stirred the people to
build while great leaders like Zerubbabel and Jeshua led the people
to do the work of the Lord. And God blessed them richly with his
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grace and his mercy. “When a man’s ways please the Lord, he makes
even his enemies to be at peace with him” (Prov. 16:7).
The People of the Land versus the People of God (Modern Day)
The vision of Zechariah with Satan opposing Joshua (Zech. 3:1) continues in the work of restoration today. Satan is the adversary of
the people of God (1 Pet. 5:8) and will halt or hinder the work of
building the temple of God (1 Cor. 3:17). Gerald C. Treacy said, “The
Devil’s cleverest wile is to make men believe that he does not exist”
(Woods). For the past two millennia Satan has used every means
within his power to disrupt the building of the true temple of God.
Where do we find the church of God in Rome, Corinth, Ephesus,
Philippi, Colosse, Thessalonica, and the region of New Testament
Galatia? While there are small bands of the people of God sprinkled
in various communities of these New Testament strongholds, the
devil has been effective in stopping the work of restoration. He uses
the “people of the land” (Ezra 4:4) to discourage the people of God
and trouble the work of restoring the New Testament pattern of
the church. In many places the people of God are too apathetic and
disheartened to take up the work of restoration.
Modern Obstacles to Restoration
The church of Jesus Christ faces a host of enemies that seek to undermine and hinder the “effective working” (Eph. 4:16) of the church to
grow. While the winds of opposition blow from every direction we
will concentrate on four areas of conflict: (1) religious; (2) legal; (3)
moral; and (4) material. These four are the headwaters of the greatest challenges faced by the people of God today. From the springs of
adversity these conflicts have changed the course of the evangelistic
spirit of the church today. While resistance is not new to the work of
the Lord, how we choose to deal with adversity will determine the
course of the next generation and those yet born.
Religious. In times past, the spirit of America has long been characterized by people who were familiar with the Bible. No matter the
cloth of an individual, the Bible was an integral part of the home.
Read by candle light or carried in saddle bags of pony riders, the
Bible was the discipline of learning. The trenches of war were filled
with praying men who carried their Bibles to Europe and the Pacific
theatres. School days began with the reading of the Bible. Courts
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of law were sworn upon the leather-bound Book of God. Religious
debate filled the land as the hearts of communities yearned for a
greater understanding of truth. Sadly, those days have disappeared.
Mark Moseley expressed in a correspondence that “the church
will be persecuted for its unwillingness to accept a neo-pluralism of
religious and moral thought. The enemies we face are those who are
intolerant of any view that does [not] approve all brands of moral behavior.” More and more the religious community is hardened to the
open discussion of the Bible. Battle lines are drawn in opposition to
the teaching of the “one body” (Eph. 4:4). The opponents of singular
truth ridicule any who teach “the one true church.” As a result, the
people of God have faded into the shadows of mediocrity and inactivity. Religious intolerance towards restoring the New Testament
pattern will discourage the hearts of many of God’s people. Like the
days of Ezra the work of restoration will halt.
With the influence of secular, political, and moral thought upon
the churches of men, the one true church will begin to feel the biting persecution of separation. Churches who accept the “faith-based”
premise of government involvement to further their place in society
will hinder the work of New Testament restoration. Pulpits will be
closed for preaching a moral standard on the Lord’s intolerance to
immoral living, such as homosexuality, adultery, and divorce. Members will feel pressure from friends and neighbors who accept the
norms of society and react with passive interest in spiritual restoration. The word of God will be lost in the rubble of the fear of retribution. Soldiers of Christ will lay their armor aside rather than fight
the good fight against the tyranny of religious error. “One church
is as good as another” will be the song of defeat from the lips of the
people of God who succumb to the wiles of a whispering devil.
Legal. The people of the land in Ezra 4:5 “hired counselors” to
frustrate the purpose of the people of God. Enacting laws is a tool
Satan uses to repeal the freedoms of God’s people. Privacy and hatecrime laws and legislation aimed at freedom of expression for all
people without bias to gender or sexual orientation will be used to
make it a crime to speak against issues such as abortion or homosexuality. The United States declared in 1996 through the Defense of
Marriage Act that marriage was a legal union between a man and a
woman. In 2010 Portugal established homosexuality as a premise for
marriage in defining the marriage bond as a contract between two
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people wishing to form families through the full communion of life.
The counselors of Satan have been working in the halls of government to destroy the purity of the New Testament church, and the
work accomplished in Portugal (and other countries) will soon find
roost in Washington, D.C.
Divorce laws will impact the lives of God’s people who follow
the rule of man and deny the teaching of the Lord. Families will
be torn asunder in the ravages of the secular doctrine of legal cohabitation and divorce. Prophets of humanism such as Oprah and
Dr. Phil will move the family away from restoring the biblical view
of marriage. The ranks of God’s people will dwindle in number as
Satan devours their lives. Pulpits will be dismantled that teach the
sanctity of marriage.
The law of Pharaoh declared the legality of murdering babies
(Exod. 1:22). Opponents of Daniel used the law to try and dissuade
Daniel from praying (Dan. 6:7). The apostles were warned through
legal means not to “speak in the name of Jesus” (Acts 5:40). Saul
of Tarsus made “havoc of the church” (Acts 8:3). If Satan opposed
Moses, Daniel, the apostles, and early disciples, why should it be
different today for legal persecution to come? The parents of Moses
“were not afraid of the king’s command” (Heb. 11:23). Daniel did not
cease to pray. No law can take prayer out of school; only the timid
hearts of those who fear retribution. The apostles rejoiced that they
suffered for Christ (Acts 5:41–42). Disciples of truth did not allow
Saul’s maltreatment to hinder their work as they went “everywhere
preaching the word” (Acts 8:4).
Moral. The moral atmosphere today is founded upon a weakening of belief in God and the insatiable demand of pleasure. There is
a moral disorder among men that suggests that all moral standards
are relative. The restoration of the New Testament church is being
opposed by the influx of this new morality into the hearts of God’s
people. Through the avenue of television, movies, internet pornography, and cell phones, the hearts of Christians are being turned away
from the temple of God to the temple of Ashtaroth (1 Kings 11:5).
The spirit of Christ to build anew the kingdom of God is hardened by
the deceitfulness of sin (Heb. 3:13).
Pews are filled with lives weighed down with the pollution of the
world. The paneled houses of Haggai are better suited for members
of the church today than are the living rooms of evangelism. Morals
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embrace the manner with which we treat our fellow man, and with
despondent hearts laden down with immorality there is no desire to
teach our fellow man. Can it be said the church has lost its morality
because it has lost its vision of God? As a young man growing up in
the influence of the church, I heard often of those “outside forces”
that would bring certain persecution against the church. It seems
that while we looked with intent eye to forces outside, the real enemy
of restoration was rising up among us.
The challenges of law will not destroy the church. It is the hearts
of its citizens that have turned away from God that allow and participate in these freedoms. The courts allow divorce and abortion but
why should the people of God accept the law of the land over the law
of God? Morality without God is nothing. The church has failed to
restore the New Testament pattern in the wake of lives guided by the
moral conscience of a modern humanistic world.
Material. Akin to morality, materialism is the avaricious beast
that consumes the will of God’s people. Haggai warned the people
that the temple lau in ruin while they lived in covered houses (Hag.
1:4). They had time to build their own lives but not the temple of
God. Jesus explained in the parable of the sower, “Now the ones
that fell among thorns are those who, when they have heard, go out
and are choked with cares, riches, and pleasures of life, and bring
no fruit to maturity” (Luke 8:14). The cares of the world hinder the
need for growth. The riches of this world turn hearts away from
restoration. Pleasures of life are more pleasurable than the one true
life (John 14:6). Having no fruit to maturity is where the church
will find itself in the failing mission of restoration. Who has time
to build? Who wants to go to all the trouble? Lives are busy with so
many things. Materialism is the scheme of our adversary to keep
our eyes on this world.
A Call to Build
The preaching of men like Haggai and Zechariah must stir the
hearts of men and women today to storm the castle and refuse to
allow opposition to hinder the building of God’s temple. Too long
the church has sought simply to reform the methods of the restoration movement instead of building again upon the sure foundation
of the Lord (Isa. 28:16; Eph. 2:20–22). Opposition to restoration has
brought about apathy, discouragement, and a willingness to “hold
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the fort” and become preoccupied with mediocrity. The church today needs courageous men like Zerubbabel, Jeshua, and those named
in the letter to Darius (Ezra 5:4) to proclaim, “We are the servants of
the God of heaven and earth and we are rebuilding the temple that
was built many years ago” (Ezra 5:11).
The work of restoring New Testament principles must begin with
the restoration of the people. Isaiah’s call to “Awake” (Isa. 52:1) is for
God’s people to come out from the world and be separate. It will take
great courage to attempt restoration as found in those noble hearts
leaving Babylon for a destroyed land (Ezra 1–3). They had a vision
and they gave their lives to accomplish that vision. The church today
must learn the joy of trembling at the word of the Lord and fearing
the presence of the Lord (Isa. 66:2; Hag. 2:12).
Congregations throughout the land must stand upon the foundational truth of the one true church. People of God must exercise the
will of the people of this nation and challenge the laws that would
hinder the restoration of the kingdom of God. Minds must be purified from the immoral influences of a sin-darkened world. Hearts
must be softened from the crushing weight of materialism. We must
arise and build, with this anthem of victory on our lips: “If God is
for us, who can be against us” (Rom. 8:31). Why should we fear oppression? “Then Haggai, the Lord’s messenger, spoke the Lord’s message to the people, saying, ‘I am with you, says the Lord’” (Hag. 1:13).
Praise God—let’s build!
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“Not by Might, But by My Spirit”
God’s Commitment to Restoration
Matt Qualls
Imagine the range of emotions pulsing through the veins of the remnant returning from captivity to rebuild the temple in Jerusalem. Anticipation? Those who returned under Zerubbabel and Joshua in 536
b.c. would certainly be eager to set their eyes on a land they would
identify from the rich history passed on to them from their parents
and grandparents. After all, it had been almost two generations since
their ancestors were abruptly removed from the land. Anxiety? In
making this long and dangerous trek, they could be forgiven for concern about their physical safety and welfare. What would they find
on their arrival? Like residents who return to their homes after a tornado or flood has ravaged their neighborhood, this returning remnant must have wondered what they would find in the wake of the
temple’s destruction at the hands of Nebuchadnezzar decades before.
Optimism? God moved their spirits to return with the providential
and prophecy-fulfilling edict of Cyrus (Ezra 1:5). They were encouraged by the donated provisions from those who remained behind as
well as by the temple articles restored to them by Cyrus. They were
on a mission, returning to rebuild a temple that symbolized God’s
presence among them. Fear? Their arrival in the land was viewed as
an intrusion and threat by the inhabitants who had settled the land
in their absence. Retaliation was a distinct possibility.
Whatever their initial impressions, this Israelite remnant arrived
and settled into the cities surrounding Jerusalem. Seven months
later, they gathered and steeled themselves for the task at hand. First
they built an altar for their burnt offerings, reinstituting previously
commanded feast days and sacrifices. Next, they laid a foundation
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for the temple, after making provision for the supplies and labor
needed to complete it. The foundation moved them both to rejoice
and weep. They were delighted at the prospect of a temple to replace
what had been destroyed, but aware that this building would not
match its former glory.
This initial progress resulted in an offer of help from the surrounding, non-Jewish population, the foreign communities who
had resettled the entire land after the Assyrian captivity. Joshua and
Zerubbabel promptly refused this offer of help and their would-be
assistants suddenly turned into adversaries. These opponents began
a campaign of harassment in order to discourage the rebuilding effort. It included an appeal to the Persian authorities to forbid any
further work on the temple. An injunction was granted, and the
temple rebuilding project ground to a halt.
This temporary delay turned into a permanent one. For over a
decade, no work was done. Finally, God commissioned Haggai and
Zechariah to prophesy to the people (Ezra 5:1). Their messages encouraged the people to rekindle their efforts. Haggai stirred them
to see that they had neglected the Lord’s “dwelling-place” at the expense of their own physical comfort. Zechariah combined visions
and oracles to remind the remnant of God’s part in their work. Four
years later the project was complete—the temple had been rebuilt.
Zechariah the Prophet
This lecture deals with God’s commitment to restoration as demonstrated in the message of Zechariah, particularly the first six chapters. We will briefly analyze the content of these chapters, then explore some principles that illustrate God’s concern and provision for
restoration among his people. Finally, we will make application of
these principles in their original setting as well as our own.
Zechariah was a contemporary of Haggai, Zerubbabel, and Joshua. He traced his geneaology through his father, Berechiah, and his
grandfather, Iddo (Zech.1:1). Iddo is identified as one of the fifty thousand who were the first to return with Joshua and Zerrubabel, as well
as a descendant of Levi (Neh.12:4). Berechiah is curiously omitted
when Ezra refers to Zechariah’s role as a prophet (Ezra 5:1; 6:14), leading to speculation that he may have been deceased when this return
took place. At any rate, in the same manner as Ezekiel and Jeremiah,
Zechariah was a Levite chosen by God to prophecy to his people.
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Zechariah’s book is traditionally divided into two distinct sections, chapters 1–8 and 9–14. The first six chapters contain eight
visions which Zechariah received. These chapters are apocalyptic
in style, and, like the book of Revelation and other apocalyptic sections of Scripture, can be a challenge to interpret. Then Zechariah
focuses on the question of fasting in chapters 7 and 8. The final six
chapters contain more traditional prophecy in which Zechariah has
a great deal to say about events of a future age. They are rich with
prophecy either quoted in reference to New Testament messianic
events or linked to them by phrases such as “in that day.”1 They are
in contrast to the visions and symbolism that Zechariah receives in
the first section of the book.
Liberal scholars like to divide these two main sections of the
book into two different works, similar to liberal treatment of the
book of Isaiah, reasoning that different authorship is reflected in
the different style and content of these two sections. This view is
usually accompanied by a predisposition to view Scripture as a
product of human origin. While it is admitted that these sections
differ in style and content, it should come as no shock that divine
inspiration is able to reveal both kinds of messages through the
same man. The style differs because of the subject matter. Most of
the earlier visions are received in a single evening, during a period
when Haggai and Zechariah are urging the people to renew their
efforts to rebuild the temple. These visions serve to convince the
people of God’s supervision, not only of their immediate temple rebuilding project, but of world events as a whole. The later chapters
point to the future, detailing the establishment of a future kingdom
to be revealed in its own time, dramatic in fashion and safeguarded
by the very prophecies being made. If one removes the anti-supernatural biases that preclude the foretelling of future events by God’s
inspired messengers, the evidence for denying Zechariah’s message
as a unified whole evaporates.
Zechariah pinpoints when the first eight chapters of his message
were written. The first section (chs. 1–6) occurs in the second year of
Darius (Zech.1:1, 7). Darius consolidated power in the Persian Empire after the death of Cyrus in 530 b.c. and began to reign in 522
b.c. Both Haggai and Zechariah date their messages according to
Darius’ reign. Zechariah’s first message (1:1–6) overlaps with Haggai’s urgings.2 Then Zechariah receives his visions (1:7–6:8) on the
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same night (1:7), two months after the close of Haggai’s prophecy.3
Almost two years later Zechariah delivers the Lord’s word concerning fasting (chs 7–8; note 7:1).
As already noted, the early chapters of Zechariah are apocalyptic.
This word derives from the Greek word which means “revelation” or
“disclosure.” When used in this particular context, it has reference
to the highly symbolic and visionary language used by some of the
biblical writers (Daniel in the Old Testament and John’s book of Revelation in the New Testament). Apart from the first six verses of this
section (1:1–6), this section is composed of visions filled with highly
symbolic language by which God’s message is revealed. Zechariah is
shown visions that include animals (horses and horns) and are full
of numbers (four horns, seven eyes, two olive trees, a lampstand with
seven lamps, four chariots). More often than not, he is as bemused
by what he sees as we are. He asks questions about the meaning of
what he sees. These explanations may raise other questions in our
minds, but that should not hinder us from appreciating the insight,
direction and encouragement which they provide us concerning
God’s commitment to his people.
Zechariah’s Visions (chs. 1–6)
Our attention will focus on the first six chapters of Zechariah. Zechariah begins with a basic prophetic theme (1:1–6). He urges this remnant to return, not just to the land, but with their hearts. The Lord
was angry with their fathers, and therefore promised punishment for
disobedience when Moses pronounced the curses of the law before
they ever entered the land (Deut. 28–30). Despite God’s longsuffering nature, he exercised his judgment on both Israel and Judah in the
form of captivity. Regardless, this painful medicine had not changed
the prescription for the returning remnant. If they returned to him,
he would return to them. Their obedience included rebuilding the
temple, but it involved more. These words were the needed encouragement to a group who made a bold return to the land, only to allow
their zeal to lag.
1:7–17: Vision of Horses and Myrtle Trees. This is the first of the
visions seen by Zechariah. He saw, at night, a man riding a red horse
among myrtle trees, a large, flowering bush common to Palestine.
This rider was surrounded by other horses, presumably with riders.
Their colors were red, sorrel, and white. When Zechariah inquired
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about them, he was told that they were the ones sent by the Lord to
walk to and fro throughout the earth. Having done so, they found
the earth resting quietly. This reconnaissance mission represents
the Lord’s omniscience, his surveillance of all that is taking place
on the earth. God’s awareness of events on earth from a heavenly
perspective is of great encouragement.
Next an angel asked if God’s mercy on Jerusalem and Judah
would be delayed, given the seven decades of anger they had experienced. God’s answer was full of comfort, displaying his zeal for both
Jerusalem and Zion (the city and the place where his temple was
located). He wanted to show mercy and he wanted his house to be
rebuilt. Jerusalem would be chosen again, Zion would be comforted,
and the cities would be prosperous. His anger was directed against
the nations he had used to punish his people, like Assyria and Babylon. They had served as his instruments, but exceeded his intention
by exacting more than the necessary punishment.
1:18–21: Vision of Horns and Craftsmen. A second vision followed.
Zechariah saw four horns representing animals that stood as a symbol of power. The horn was a prophetic symbol used to represent
nations or kingdoms that either exercised power or had their power
(horn) defeated.4 These particular horns would represent the nations
that had opposed Israel throughout her history, but particularly
those who helped defeat and scatter the twelve tribes into captivity.
Then the Lord showed Zechariah four craftsmen (translated
here and in other passages by carpenter, workman, craftsman, engraver, artificer, smith). Our traditional image of a blacksmith is
one who shapes iron heated from a red-hot fire. These craftsmen
were the instruments of God to punish those nations that had scattered his people. Babylon had already suffered defeat at the hands of
the Medes and Persians. Thus, any power that exercised its authority and might against other nations was just as vulnerable to the
same judgment from other nations and forces used by God to bring
about its destruction.
2:1–13: Jerusalem is Measured. Zechariah lifted his eyes and saw
a man with a measuring line, ready to determine the dimensions of
Jerusalem. An angel was instructed to tell this man that the inhabitants of Jerusalem would exceed the boundaries of this measurement.
The Lord stated that he would be a wall of fire that would protect
Jerusalem and provide its glory.
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Measuring an object indicated divine attention—sometimes for
judgment or, as here, for protection. God had already expressed his
choice of Jerusalem for blessing, but the provision appears to transcend physical Jerusalem. The city had benefited from the return under Joshua and Zerrubabel and the two other biblical returns under
Ezra and Nehemiah, but its population did not literally swell to the
size predicted here (indeed, as late as the time of Nehemiah, inhabitants for the city were being drafted from the surrounding populace
of Judah, Neh.11:1–2). Those who look for a future messianic kingdom on earth predictably view this passage as describing literal favor
not yet realized in Jerusalem.
God’s promised protection would provide hope and comfort for
these who had courageously returned to rebuild the temple against
growing opposition and obstacles. This vision assured the people
that the Jerusalem of Jehovah’s concern is not physical, but spiritual
(Hailey 330). It fits a future messianic fulfillment realized when Jerusalem was the starting point for the gospel.
There is further exhortation in 2:6–13, possibly focused on those
who had stayed behind in Babylon. God would bring certain destruction on all those who had plundered Judah, the “apple of his eye.”
God would provide future blessing for all those from every nation in
whose midst he would dwell. He reiterates the favor to be received
by Jerusalem and Judah. This future glory can only be understood
through the messianic lens of a savior that provided the blessings of
salvation to both Jew and Gentile. God had great blessings in store
for his people.
3:1–10: Vision of the High Priest. The previous visions started
from a universal scene then moved to Jerusalem. The next two visions shift to particular persons and this one concerns the high
priest. Whereas Ezra and Nehemiah identify Joshua only as a priest,
here he is described as high priest. Joshua stood before the Lord’s angel. Satan appeared in opposition, assumedly resuming his accusatory role, and claimed that Joshua, clothed in his defiled garments, was
unfit to serve as mediator for the people. The Lord spoke in defense
of Joshua, a “brand plucked from the fire.” A brand was a charred
piece of wood, here snatched from certain destruction by the fire. So
God extended his grace to Joshua, cleansing him from iniquity and
defilement, reclothing him to serve in the priestly role required by a
people who needed renewed fellowship with God.
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The vision progresses a step further. God would bring forth a future Branch (3:8), which is unmistakably messianic.5 In addition, he
is described as a servant, also evocative of Isaiah’s suffering servant.
Instead of being unqualified to serve, Zechariah beheld a cleansed
Joshua, who with his priestly companions were a sign of a future age
in which the Messiah would be manifested as the true high priest.
He would provide the basis for all iniquity to be removed from the
land in one day. In that day God’s blessings would flourish as his
people invite others beneath their vines and fig trees, a figure used
to describe prosperity.
4:1–14: Vision of Lampstand and Olive Trees. Zechariah is awakened to another vision. He saw a gold lampstand with a bowl on top
of it. The lampstand had seven lamps. There were seven pipes that
connected the bowl to the lamps. The bowl (and presumably the
lampstand) were positioned between two olive trees. It further appears that the trees were dripping oil which drained into the bowl,
furnishing fuel for the lamps. Zechariah seemed as puzzled as we
might be about both what he saw and what it meant. He was told
that the two olive trees, which furnish the oil, were the two anointed
ones who stood beside the Lord.
It is difficult to determine and visualize the exact details of this
vision, but we can understand the general idea. Lampstands and
their lamps provide light. The light of these lamps can only burn as
they are supplied with oil, which here was directly supplied from the
olive trees. Just as light pierces the darkness and enables us to see, it
is used repeatedly in Scripture figuratively to describe righteousness,
truth, and the godly influence that God, his Son, his word, and his
people cast on ourselves and those in the world around us.
Who were the two anointed ones (the two olive trees serving
as a source of this oil)? Some see this as God himself, or the Holy
Spirit, through whom he reveals himself. There is no question that
God enables us to understand by the truth the Holy Spirit reveals in
his word, but these anointed ones appear to be the two individuals
mentioned in these two chapters, Joshua and Zerubbabel. They represented the two offices God appointed for His people which were
filled by individuals anointed with oil—the high priest and the king.
It is true that Zerubbabel served only as leader, not as an anointed
king, but he descended from David and is part of Jesus’ royal lineage.
These two men were representative of the future Branch who would
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be a priest on his throne (Zech. 6:12–13). When Jesus came, he fittingly termed himself the light of the world (John 8:12).
At the center of this vision are two assurances Zechariah was given about the rebuilding of the temple. In the first (4:6–7) Zerubbabel
was assured that the rebuilding of the temple would be completed.
He would carry the capstone as voices rejoiced upon its completion.
But the ability to complete it would be provided by the Lord’s Spirit,
not human might or power. An obstacle described as a mountain
would become a plain. Then Zerubbabel was told that just as he had
started this project, his hands would finish it (4:8–10). Some among
the remnant might be tempted to view this as a small achievement,
but Jehovah, with his seven eyes of omniscience, rejoiced to see the
project finished.
5:1–6:8: Three More Visions: Flying Scroll, Ephah, and Four Chariots. Three more visions were shown to Zechariah. A flying scroll,
with its curses against thieves and perjurers, represented the reality
that God’s law still ruled in the land. It may be that its inhabitants
were more susceptible to these sins, but God made it clear that these
sins were just as destructive as the idolatry that originally caused
them to be banished from the land.
Zechariah was shown an ephah, a basket used to hold an amount
(possibly as much as nine or ten U.S. gallons). Here the ephah served
as a container instead of a measuring device. As a lead disc was
lifted from its top, a woman named Wickedness was revealed. The
cover was replaced and the ephah was transported far away to Shinar or Babylon, where a structure was built to house it. Although
evil did not originate in Babylon, it was the scene of early disobedience when the tower of Babel was built there. The wickedness
and idolatry of Babylon, to which the Israelites were exposed when
taken captive, was the very antithesis of the good accomplished in
Jerusalem where God’s dwelling-place was being rebuilt among his
people. God’s desire was for this wickedness to be carried far away
from the land of his people.
The last vision Zechariah saw (6:1–8) was a return to the universal scope of the first vision. Four chariots emerged from between two
mountains. Each chariot was pulled by a different colored horse—
red, white, black, and dappled. They were identified as the four spirits (winds?) of heaven, dispersed to all points of the earth. They are
similar to the horses in the first vision and bear a resemblance to
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the four horses in the sixth chapter of Revelation. They could similarly represent conquering or victory (white), grief or famine (black),
war and bloodshed (red), whereas the dappled or gray horses might
symbolize the power necessary to carry out God’s judgments. Just as
the first vision indicated God’s awareness and rule over all the earth,
this vision emphasizes God’s ability to superintend any or all human
kingdoms, regardless of their location on the compass.
6:9–15: Joshua to be Crowned. The final information in this section contains instructions given to Zechariah. He was to receive
silver and gold from a traveling party from Babylon, fashion it into
a crown, and place it on the head of Joshua. This ceremony would
focus attention on a distant messianic Branch, previously mentioned
(Zech. 3:8). This Branch would build a temple, bear glory, and be
a priest on his throne. There is no indication that Joshua himself
reigned as king while serving as high priest, but there is ample scriptural evidence that Jesus came as heir to the throne of his father David, then was elevated after his death, resurrection, and ascension to
sit and rule beside his Father in heaven. The Hebrew writer explicitly
reveals how Jesus serves as our high priest in heaven, far superior to
any human intermediary that had or could be selected.
Evidence of God’s Commitment
How did these visions and the accompanying oracles encourage
Zechariah’s audience? God demonstrated his commitment to the
welfare of the remnant and their effort to rebuild the temple in several ways.
First and foremost, God provided commitment to his people by
the very word he spoke to them. Knowing is mind on a matter was
the basis for all of their action. The illustrations are almost endless.
Israel’s entire history was intertwined with God’s revelation. God
spoke his promises to specific individuals like Abraham and David.
His voice issued the invitation for Israel to be his special nation. His
law, the written expression of his will, was the basis for that covenant.
Blessings and cursings accompanied the law, providing detailed
proof to the nation of God’s expectations and superintendence. The
prophets preached the application of God’s law, warning them about
a descent into the idolatry and immorality of the nations surrounding them. All of these are evidence that God was committed to his
people by the spoken word.
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Zechariah’s message in these chapters exhibits a similar loyalty
of God to his people by his word. The opening verses reminded the
remnant that his words and statutes had outlasted their disobedient
fathers (1:6). His words were “good and comforting” (1:13), simultaneously proclaiming his zeal for Zion and Jerusalem while voicing anger towards the excesses of the nations who had punished
them (1:14–15). God announced his future blessings to Israel, making known his provisions for them. He would dwell among them
(2:11); he had chosen Jerusalem (2:12); Joshua and his priests were
told that God would enable them to judge and have charge of his
courts if they would walk in his ways (3:7). They were a sign of the
future Branch who was to be manifested (3:8). Even though the royal lineage had been removed from the throne, he told them that the
Branch would one day serve as both king and priest for his people
(6:12–13). God had punished his people, but he had not abandoned
them. The continued revelation and transmission of his word provided the hope needed to sustain them.
God’s word also furnished them with his assurance regarding
the task at hand. He promised Zerubbabel that the project would be
completed. Zerubbabel’s hands had helped lay the foundation for the
temple, and they would finish it (4:9). Building projects are notorious
for falling behind schedule. Funds run short, weather disrupts, labor
disputes interfere, and unforeseen complications arise. In Zerubbabel’s case, there had been a fifteen-year delay. The temple foundation
was laid with good intentions of completing it, but the opposition
of the surrounding inhabitants resulted in a delay until the Persian
authorities confirmed the needed authority to proceed. This lull encouraged indifference among the remnant, and they shifted their attention to their own houses instead of the Lord’s.
The Lord made it clear that this project would not succeed merely
by human initiative. Haggai exhorted the people to act, but here the
Lord emphasized that his Spirit was the deciding factor, not human
might or power (these words often refer to military prowess). The
Spirit of God hovered over the face of the deep in creation (Gen.1:2).
When God gave specific instructions for the tabernacle, the Spirit of
God filled the artisan Bezalel, enabling him to craft the tabernacle
furniture and furnishings in the wilderness (Exod.35:31). In these
and other Old Testament instances, as in Zechariah, it is a challenge
to determine if reference is made to the Holy Spirit or Jehovah’s own
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spirit (in some sense separate from the Holy Spirit). We do know
from the New Testament that the Holy Spirit enabled the prophets to speak God’s oracles, enabling them to preach needed lessons
as well as predict the events of the future (2 Pet. 1:21). Either way,
Zechariah makes it clear that God’s divine force and power is the
basis for accomplishing this objective. His providential rule in human kingdoms and events enables us to accomplish his purposes. He
demonstrated this power with the decree of Cyrus. Whether then or
now, it is critical that we understand that we can only accomplish
God’s purposes by his might, not our own.
God’s commitment was evident in the very name of Zechariah
himself. His name means “God remembers.” The Lord could have
chosen to forget Israel. They had been unfaithful on numerous occasions. Yet, God remembered his promises to them. He ordered their
return after captivity. He shepherded the remnant back to their land
and urged them to complete the task at hand. He enabled them to do
so by his might. He would not forget them.
What God’s Commitment Means
God’s commitment to restoration is always meaningful. Consider its
application in the original setting and in our situation today.
God’s Commitment to the Remnant. The restoration from captivity would never have happened without God’s direction and might.
Without him, the Israelites would have remained in captivity and
faded into obscurity. With him, his direction, guidance, and providence enabled them to return to the land and rebuild the temple.
Though this temple did not match its former glory, it served as a
steppingstone to future glory. God accomplished his purpose by preserving a faithful remnant through whom the Messiah would come.
God’s Commitment to the Messianic Kingdom. Although the
nature of the future messianic kingdom was spiritual, there is still
a sense in which the rule of David’s “son” upon his throne was a
restoration of the rule of God’s anointed. As previously indicated,
Zechariah’s prophesy is rich with messianic references. There were
glimpses of future glory to come in an age distant to this remnant.
God would return to Jerusalem with mercy (1:16); Jerusalem would
be chosen again (1:17; 2:12); he would dwell in their midst (2:10); his
servant the Branch would be the cause for removing the iniquity in
the land in one day (3:9–10); the Branch would build his temple and
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be a priest while ruling on his throne (6:12–13). In retrospect, the
beneficence of these blessings can truly be appreciated by looking
at what Jesus Christ accomplished in his kingdom. He purchased
a universal salvation for all. God had a plan, and he possessed the
wisdom, power, and providence to execute his eternal purpose and
bring it to fruition.
God’s Commitment to Church Restoration. The physical temple
gave way to the spiritual temple it foreshadowed. God manifested
himself among men through his incarnate Son. By bringing salvation, he fashioned a holy temple of redeemed people in whom he
could dwell (Eph.2:21–22). The gospel accounts reveal Jesus’ work
in preparing for the establishment of the church. The book of Acts
provides a factual, inspired account of events that witness to its existence in the first century. The epistles contain the foundation laid by
inspired men which the church uses to build its teaching and action.
Together they form a complete blueprint God intends us to use in
order to pattern ourselves after him.
Men have attempted for centuries to return to the truth taught in
the first century. Even though God’s revelation was completed and
he has been silent for two thousand years, his word bears testimony
to his commitment to seeing every generation return to his ways.
The very transmission of his text is a providential marvel. His word
endures forever (1 Pet.1:25). Its preservation is evidence that we can
read and apply his truth as the basis for being what he wants us to
be. We may be imperfect, but the pattern is perfect. Its principles
provide us with the complete guide we need to be his people.
God’s Commitment to Personal Restoration. At the heart of this
attempt to be identified as God’s people is the desire to be right with
him on a personal basis. The two are intertwined. Working and having fellowship in the “right” church is meaningless if we are unwilling to be transformed into the image of his Son. God invested himself through the gospel so that every man could be saved (1 Tim. 2:4).
His desire becomes a reality one heart at a time, as individuals realize their lost condition and need for salvation. As in Zechariah’s day,
we can return to God despite our sin because God is committed to
us. A change of heart issues forth in obedience to the gospel, which
results in a change in our relationship. We are reconciled to him.
Zechariah’s message and visions ring true today. God’s commitment is evidence to us in his word. It is his spirit by which his spiri-
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tual objectives are accomplished, not our might or power. Human
schemes promise great results, but they are hopeless if they are not
built on a foundation of God’s word.
Our acceptance of him and trust in his word enables us to bring
about the spiritual restoration that is so desperately needed in any
generation. Each generation must study, learn, and apply these lessons for themselves. It starts with our own hearts when we embrace
his word as truth. It links to others in our fellowship through his
message. It influences our nation as the light of God’s lamp cuts
through the darkness of a culture set on doing what it wants to do.
When we commit ourselves to a God who is committed to us, God’s
glory is radiated.

Notes
1. See Zech. 9:16; 12:3, 4, 6, 8, 9, 11; 13:1, 2, 4; 14:4, 6, 8, 9, 13, 20, 21
2. Cp. Zech.1:1 with Haggai 2:10, 20.
3. Cp. Zech.1:7 with Haggai 2:10, 20
4. Moab, Jer.48:25; world kingdoms, Dan.7, 8. See Merrill 113.
5. Note other key passages where this designation is found—Isa.4:2;
11:1; Jer.23:5; 33:15; Zech.6:12.
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“Consider Your Ways”

Our Commitment to Restoration
Larry McClenny
Now, therefore, thus says the Lord of hosts: Consider your ways. (Hag. 1:5)1

Are we genuinely committed to the idea of restoration based solely on
God’s word, or do we allow our personal concerns and outward circumstances to distract us from those things that have eternal significance? Restoration will only happen if we have both a knowledge of and
obedience to God’s will. This lecture draws from the text of Haggai 1 to
focus on our role in restoration and our level of commitment to it. Before analyzing the text of Haggai, it is important to consider the historical background leading to the cry of Haggai to rebuild the temple. This
background will lay the foundation to help us understand our commitment to restoration in the context of Haggai and the New Testament.
Historical Background
The call of Abraham came in approximately 1800 b.c. when he was
told by God in Genesis 12 that he would be the father of a great nation,
and through his seed all nations of the earth would be blessed. The
promise was reiterated to Abraham’s son Isaac and later to Isaac’s son
Jacob. These three great men were the fathers of the Israelite people,
who ultimately became a populous race during their time of Egyptian
slavery, culminating with God’s deliverance of them through Moses.
This chosen group was given the law from God and told to possess the
land of Canaan. Because of disobedience, the Israelite people wandered in the wilderness for forty years before they were led by Joshua
to conquer the land and partition it among the twelve tribes. Later
the Israelite people were led by Judges until the Israelites cried out for
a king to lead them.
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The united kingdom was ruled first by Saul, then David, and eventually his son Solomon, with each of these kings reigning forty years.
After the death of Solomon, there was a division in the kingdom because of the stubbornness and arrogance of Rehoboam, Solomon’s
son. The northern kingdom, with its ten tribes, was established under the leadership of Jeroboam and was referred to as Israel while the
southern kingdom consisted of two tribes and was called Judah. God
told both kingdoms that if they were faithful to him and his word, he
would bless them. However, the northern kingdom was unfaithful,
and God destroyed it in 722 b.c. at the hands of the Assyrians. The
southern kingdom of Judah had numerous reprieves from destruction because of the many good kings who came to the throne. The
good kings demanded obedience to God from the people of Judah,
but when a good king was replaced with a wicked king, the people
turned back to idolatry and all types of wickedness. God’s patience
with Judah waned, and he destroyed them by the Babylonians in 586
b.c. Judah was destroyed because of her rebellion against God.
There were three deportations of the people of Judah by the Babylonians. In 605 b.c. a group was taken that included Daniel and
his friends. In 597 b.c. a second group was taken that included the
prophet Ezekiel and King Jehoiachin. Finally, in 586 b.c. the temple
was leveled and a final group was taken into captivity.
God had promised that he would bring back a small remnant to
Jerusalem to rebuild the temple, bring back the true worship, and
ultimately, through the line of Zerubbabel, usher in the Christ. The
Babylonian Empire was destroyed by the Persian Empire, and Cyrus,
the Persian king, decreed an order in 536 b.c. that the Israelite exiles
would go back to Jerusalem. The prophet Isaiah prophesied of this
event one hundred fifty years earlier (Isa. 44:28–45:1). Under two
leaders, Zerubbabel (in the lineage of Christ) and Joshua (the son of a
high priest), the people returned to the land under orders to rebuild
the temple and institute true worship again. They erected an altar of
sacrifice, began to worship, laid the foundation of the temple, and for
sixteen years did nothing else to the temple.
Exhortation to Rebuild
God “raised up” the prophet Haggai in 520 b.c. to admonish the people to rebuild the temple, but the leaders Zerubbabel and Joshua did
not set the proper example in obeying all of God’s commands. They
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were called to build up the cause of the Lord, erect the temple, reinstitute true worship, and keep the people intact spiritually for the
eventual coming of the Christ (Ezra 3). These spiritual leaders had
lost their focus and commitment, focusing on their enemies, worldly affairs, and material comforts and luxuries (Hag. 1:4) instead of
God’s word. They went the way of Saul and did only part of God’s
commands. Partial obedience has never been acceptable to God
then or now. Restoring the tenets of the law, including true worship
to God and rebuilding of the temple, had to be done in God’s time
and in God’s way. Restoration can only come from a total commitment to and complete obedience of God’s word. King Saul in 1 Samuel 15:3 was told, “Go and strike Amalek and devote to destruction
all that they have. Do not spare them, but kill both man and woman,
child and infant, ox and sheep, camel and donkey.” Saul partially
obeyed God’s command by sparing Amalek and keeping the best of
the flocks for sacrifice to God. God sent Samuel to rebuke Saul, and
Samuel said in 1 Samuel 15:22–23, “Has the Lord as great delight in
burnt offerings and sacrifices, as in obeying the voice of the Lord?
Behold, to obey is better than sacrifice, and to listen than the fat of
rams. For rebellion is as the sin of divination, and presumption is as
iniquity and idolatry. Because you have rejected the word of the Lord,
he has also rejected you from being king.” In James 2:10, James the
brother of the Lord stated, “For whoever keeps the whole law and
offends in one point has become accountable for all of it.” James had
said earlier that we need to be “Doers of the word and not hearers
only, deceiving yourselves. For if anyone is a hearer of the word and
not a doer, he is like a man who looks intently at his natural face in
a mirror, for he looks at himself and goes away at once and forgets
what he was like. But the one who looks into the perfect law of liberty,
and perseveres, being no hearer who forgets but a doer who acts, he
will be blessed in his doing” (1:22–25).
When our spiritual focus turns to anything but obedience to
God and his word, we die individually and collectively. The people
of Jerusalem thought they had been pleasing to God for the past
sixteen years, and God through Haggai told them to “consider their
ways” or reflect on the condition of their attitudes, hearts, and lives.
Their commitment did not need to be to the temple but to the Lord
who told them to rebuild it. The people remaining in Jerusalem before its destruction in 586 b.c. made the mistake of believing that
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God would spare the city because he would not allow the temple
to be destroyed. Phil Roberts pointed out in a 1988 lecture on the
tabernacle that “many of the people were still convinced that God
would not really let the city of Jerusalem fall because, after all, his
temple was there, and certainly God would not let his own house
be destroyed (Jer. 7:4). They had forgotten the conditional nature of
God’s dwelling with them, and they had despised his holiness. They
had become so sinful that God could not abide their presence any
longer. He had to move out of his defiled and corrupted dwelling
place” (75). We make the same mistake today if our total allegiance
and commitment is not to the Lord. Jesus said, “But seek first the
kingdom of God and his righteousness and all these things will be
added to you” (Matt. 6:33). If the Lord is not number one in our lives,
we are in spiritual peril.
Commitment to Spirituality
When the people of Israel built their comfortable houses instead of
the house of God, they clearly showed their priorities. Notice how
the prophet Haggai admonished them in Haggai 1: 2–5:
Thus says the Lord of hosts: These people say the time has not yet come
to rebuild the house of the Lord. Then the word of the Lord came by
the hand of Haggai the prophet, Is it a time for you yourselves to dwell
in your paneled houses, while this house lies in ruins? Now, therefore,
thus says the Lord of hosts: Consider your ways.

The people of Jerusalem showed that they were more concerned
with their physical comforts than with a commitment to the restoration of the house of God. The obvious question for us is, Are we
more concerned with our houses, luxuries, comforts, hobbies, and
jobs than we are with serving the Lord? By their sixteen years of
inactivity and focus on worldly affairs, the people of Israel showed
their children and grandchildren where their hearts were. Some of
us have a strong commitment to the word of God and want a “thus
saith the Lord” for everything we believe and practice, but we become distracted by the cares and concerns of this world. If the majority of our time, energy, and money is being spent on our jobs,
hobbies, and recreational activities, we no longer have Jesus Christ
positioned as number one in our lives. If he is not first in our lives,
we need to repent and “consider our ways,” remembering that the
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mundane things of this life have absolutely no eternal significance.
We all need to examine every aspect of our lives asking the question, Does this have eternal significance? Those parts of our lives
that do not have eternal significance may need to be removed from
our lives through spiritual surgery. Jesus makes this very point in
Mark 9:43–47 by saying, “And if your hand causes you to sin, cut it
off. It is better for you to enter life crippled than with two hands to
go to hell, to the unquenchable fire. And if your foot causes you to
sin, cut it off. It is better for you to enter life lame than with two feet
to be thrown into hell. And if your eye causes you to sin, tear it out. It
is better for you to enter the kingdom of God with one eye than with
two eyes to be thrown into hell.” The spiritual death of any church or
Christian happens when the focus is not on complete obedience to
Jesus Christ and his word.
Commitment Lies with the Lord
Christians who view the church as an institution will put their focus
on serving the institution instead of serving the Lord. This leads to
the false idea that if we give our time, money, and support to the
church of Christ institution, we have fulfilled all our obligations in
service to Christ. Harry Pickup Jr. observed, “Institutionalism views
‘faith’ as a systematized body of doctrine determined by a body of
believers rather than being the revelation of the truth from God. It
views the church as an order, an institution, an organization established by Christ to save and conquer the world, rather than being
Christians who obediently live and preach the faith in an orderly
manner as Christ the King has decreed” (37).
Robert Turner instructed his students in a 1980 class at Florida
College that many view the church as a “Little Red Wagon” that is
“going to heaven” and saints as riders in the wagon. Brother Turner
went on to say that the basic error with this concept is that the riders (saints) are not in the vehicle, they are the vehicle, and that the
universal church does not save, it is the saved (Turner, “Notes”). In
a similar way, the people of Judah viewed the temple as a means of
their salvation from the wicked empire of Babylon. It was disastrous
for the people of Judah to think that God would not destroy them
just because they had the temple. God wanted their hearts, not some
loyalty to the temple. Their salvation would only come by complete
obedience and trust in God.
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Likewise, the final death blow to any local church comes when
the majority of the members serve themselves and not the Lord.
Our primary obligation is to the Lord, but within this commitment,
we have certain responsibilities to the local church. We agree to
work as a team, pool our resources and abilities, and work under the
oversight of elders. However, when members focus on themselves
by wanting to know what the church can do for them personally,
they are traveling down a dangerous path. Zechariah, a contemporary of Haggai at Jerusalem, made this very point about the people
of Israel selfishly going about their daily lives “eating and drinking”
without any regard for their brothers and sisters, thus making a
pretense of spirituality by fasting to God (Zech. 7:5–6). Jesus called
the Jews of his time hypocrites for making a show of spirituality
by fasting, praying, and giving of alms to be seen of men (Matt. 6:
1–8). The church at Sardis had the reputation of being alive, but it
was spiritually dead, so the Lord told the church to “Wake up, and
strengthen what remains and is about to die… Remember, then,
what you received and heard. Keep it, and repent. If you will not
wake up, I will come like a thief, and you will not know what hour
I will come against you” (Rev. 3:2–3). Commitment to restoration
is not a commitment to a physical building like the temple, or to
any institution. Commitment to restoration is commitment to the
Lord and his divine word.
Commitment to Obedience in Adversity
Commitment to restoration is also a determination to do what is
right no matter the obstacles or the consequences. In Ezra 4, a clear
picture is drawn of the Samaritan people of the north frustrating the rebuilding of the temple. Zerubbabel and the other leaders showed great courage and spiritual leadership in preventing the
Samaritan people from participation in rebuilding the temple because of their long history of idolatry. The Samaritans sent a letter
to King Artaxerxes which in part said, “…if this city is rebuilt and
the walls finished, they will not pay tribute, custom, or toll, and
the royal revenue will be impaired” (Ezra 4:13). King Artaxerxes
was influenced by this letter and ordered the work on the temple
to cease. The leaders and people of Jerusalem showed a lack of faith
and trust in God, lost sight of the fact that God is in control of the
kingdoms of men, and failed to obey his commands. In this time of
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adversity, they gave up and started building their own houses while
leaving the Lord’s house to lie in ruins (Hag. 1:4). Haggai made it
clear to the leaders and people of Jerusalem that discouragement
and adversity were not good reasons to neglect their spiritual duties. The apostle Peter expressed this same point: “Beloved, do not
be surprised at the fiery trial when it comes upon you to test you,
as though something strange were happening to you. But rejoice
insofar as you share Christ’s suffering, that you may also rejoice and
be glad when his glory is revealed. If you are insulted for the name
of Christ, you are blessed, because the Spirit of glory and of God
rests upon you… Yet if anyone suffers as a Christian, let him not be
ashamed but let him glorify God in that name” (1 Pet. 4:12–16). This
same apostle had one of his great moments when, after the high
priest with the council and the senate of people told them not to
teach in the name of Christ, Peter said, “We must obey God rather
than men” (Acts 5:21–29). Discouragement and adversity must never hinder our commitment to the cause of the Lord.
Lack of Commitment Brings Consequences
Ironically, the people of Israel went about their daily lives without
any regard for potential consequences for disobedience. Notice Haggai 1:4–6, 9–11:
Is it a time for you yourselves to dwell in your paneled houses, while
this house lies in ruins? Now, therefore, thus says the Lord of hosts:
Consider your ways. You have sown much, and harvested little. You eat,
but you never have enough; you drink, but you never have your fill. You
clothe yourselves, but no one is warm. And he who earns wages does
so to put them into a bag with holes. You looked for much, and behold,
it came to little. And when you brought it home, I blew it away. Why?
declares the Lord of hosts. Because of my house that lies in ruins, while
each of you busies himself with his own house. Therefore the heavens
above you have withheld the dew, and the earth has withheld its produce. And I have called for a drought on the land and the hills, on the
grain, the new wine, the oil, on what the ground brings forth, on man
and beast, and on all their labors.

What we find in these verses is that a lack of commitment to the
restoration of the temple brought consequences. The leaders and the
people of God thought they were having a few bad years with short
harvests, inadequate vineyards, lack of rain, and excessively cold
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winters. As a result of these small harvests, supplies were low and
prices were inflated. God made it clear to the people of Jerusalem
that all these disasters came from him. If the leaders and people of
Jerusalem did not “consider their ways” and repent of their sin of disobedience and start rebuilding the temple again, the chastisement
from the Lord would continue.
We all need to constantly “consider our ways” to be certain we
are in the faith (2 Cor. 13:5). This testing of our faith can only come
with a study and application of God’s word. If we fail to be obedient
to God’s word, we will receive chastisement from the Lord, if not in
this life, in the life to come. The Hebrew writer expresses it this way
in Hebrews 12:5–11:
And have you forgotten the exhortation that addresses you as sons?
“My son, do not regard lightly the discipline of the Lord, nor be weary
when reproved by him. For the Lord disciplines the one he loves, and
chastises every son whom he receives.” It is for discipline that you have
to endure. God is treating you as sons. For what son is there whom his
father does not discipline? If you are left without discipline, in which
all have participated, then you are illegitimate children and not sons.
Besides this, we have had earthly fathers who disciplined us and we
respected them. Shall we not much more be subject to the Father of
spirits and live? For they disciplined us for a short time as it seemed
best to them, but he disciplines us for our good, that we may share
his holiness. For the moment all discipline seems painful rather than
pleasant, but later it yields the peaceful fruit of righteousness to those
who have been trained by it.

I do not know all I want to know about these verses, but I do
know that as fathers, we discipline our children because of disobedience and for their own good. God disciplines us for our good that
we may regain our commitment to him. The apostle Peter makes
the point that “various trials” test the genuineness of our faith (1 Pet.
1: 6–7), and if we suffer as a Christian, we should not be ashamed,
but “glorify God in that name” (1 Pet. 4:16). These trials come not
because of disobedience, but for the purpose of producing steadfastness that we “may be perfect and complete, lacking in nothing”
(Jas. 1: 4). God disciplined the people of Israel because they were
disobedient to him in failing to rebuild the temple, so we should not
be surprised when we receive chastisement from God in this life for
a lack of total devotion to him.

“Consider Your Ways”

✦

89

The Stirring of the People to Fear God
Thankfully, in the case of the leaders and the people of Jerusalem,
the preaching of Haggai to “consider their ways” got the results that
God intended. The people started the work of rebuilding the temple.
Homer Hailey observed, “It took some time to make preparation for
the work, but on the twenty-fourth day of the month, just three and
a half weeks later, they began the long neglected task of restoring
that which for nearly seventy years had lain in ruins” (307). Notice
Haggai 1:12–15:
Then Zerubbabel the son of Shealtiel, and Joshua the son of Jehozadak,
the high priest, with all the remnant of the people, obeyed the voice of
the Lord their God, and the words of Haggai the prophet, as the Lord
their God had sent him. And the people feared the Lord. Then Haggai,
the messenger of the Lord, spoke to the people with the Lord’s message.
“I am with you, declares the Lord.” And the Lord stirred up the spirit
of Zerubbebel the son of Shealtiel, governor of Judah, and the spirit of
Joshua the son of Jehozadak, the high priest, and the spirit of all the
remnant of the people. And they came and worked on the house of the
Lord of hosts, their God, on the twenty-fourth day of the month, in the
sixth month, in the second year of Darius the king.

The preaching of the pure word of God always brings about the
results that God intends. In the case of the preaching of Haggai, it
brought about obedience to God and his word. Secondly, it caused
the people to fear God. As declared by King Solomon at the end of
his life, to “Fear God and keep his commandments…is the whole
duty of man” (Eccl. 12:13). The preaching of Haggai stirred the leaders and the people to begin again the work of rebuilding the temple.
This is significant because it reminds us that the word of God can
and should stir us to obedience. Brethren, we need to let the word of
God do the talking for us. We need to become so knowledgeable of
the word of God that we truly can teach and defend the truth. Our
sermons should be filled full of the word of God, and we need to
be excited about it. Through the preaching of Haggai, God’s word
stirred the hearts and minds of the people.
An Appeal to Young Preachers
When I began preaching, my mentor, Dean Bullock, always emphasized to me that my lessons needed to remain close to the biblical
text and my comments should not wander far from the very words

90

✦

Larry McClenny

of the text. In 2 Timothy 4:2, Paul told Timothy to “preach the word,
be ready in season and out of season; reprove, rebuke, and exhort,
with complete patience and teaching.” The best advice I can offer
to young preachers is the same that I received: stay close to the text
and let the word of God do the talking for you. Please do not misunderstand me; I am not saying it is wrong to give explanations and
illustrations in our sermons, but I am saying that if our sermons
are nothing but illustrations and stories, we have ceased preaching
the word. The times I have been most frustrated with myself after
a Bible class or sermon are the times when I wandered too far from
the text of the Bible.
Furthermore, I would like to warn young preachers to be careful about the religious materials they read beyond the word of God.
Recently my good friend Russ Bowman was asked to send a list of
five books that he would consider “must reads” for younger preachers. Russ responded by recommending the Gospel of John, Romans,
Ephesians, Paul’s Epistles to Timothy, and Ecclesiastes. He went on
to say, “I know that is not exactly what you want, but we need to encourage those behind us to keep their mind in the Book” (Bowman).
Harry Pickup Jr. greatly influenced me during a 1982 lecture at
Florida College in which he emphasized the need to study the word
of God first and then use discrimination in selecting other writings
to study. The statement he made that night is not in the lecture book,
but the sentiments of that lecture were repeated in a 1988 lecture in
which he said,
It is a sad mistake, in my view, to limit one’s learning to teaching that is
called motivational and practical. The soundest way to motivate Christians to live nobly “in all manner of living” is by preaching truth, the
pure and plain truth. Again, our guiding principle in choosing much
of our reading is a mistake. Some are not reading enough; that is, they
read a little of the Bible, very little, and none of what brethren write…
A vast number of Christians are almost totally unfamiliar with the
sound and scholarly writings of brethren of past generations… To compound the problem, people who are exceptionally ignorant of the writings of these men are increasingly familiar with denominational writers such as Francis Schaeffer, John R. W. Stott, Charles Swindoll, the
LaHayes, and C. S. Lewis. There is also a real danger in paying too much
attention to brethren whose views are beyond question unsound—recognizably so. Why should I study, with a view to belief, the nature of
God’s kingdom from an admitted premillennialist? Why teach about
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the church from a textbook written by a man who considers the church
to be an institution…? Is it wise to present lessons indiscriminately on
the work of the church and the personal duties of Christians from men
who are proponents of the social gospel? If I don’t want my children to
learn about conjugal love from a philosophical hedonist or a religious
humanist, why would I want immature believers to learn about Christian living and the duties of a local church from an institutionalist and
a “social gospeler.”
We are forgetting what it means to be “conservative.”… The word
describes a type of mindset; i.e., a mind determined to preserve truth,
to preach truth, to practice truth, to reverence truth as revealed in New
Covenant Scriptures. (166–67)

In a personal letter to me in May of 2010, Brother Pickup affirmed that his statements were “a warning to preachers (brethren)
about reading denominational material without discrimination.” He
maintains:
Before reading such material one should first be steeped in the truth.
Passages which speak to this point are: Phil. 1: 9, 10. “I pray that your
love may abound more and more in all knowledge and discernment,
that you approve the things that are excellent”—margin, “distinguish
the things that differ.” If I first wanted to understand the nature of
the church I would first delve into the letter to the Ephesians. Then
I would consult what the brethren said. Then, I might consult what
denominationalists said. Hebrews 5:11–14 contrasts spiritual “babes”
and “mature” = “full grown” men. “Babes” are “inexperienced in the
word of righteousness.” “Full grown men” are “experienced in the
word of righteousness” by virtue of time and use. Therefore, they can
“discern good and evil.” Conclusions come from concepts. It is hardly
likely that true conclusions will grow from erroneous conceptions.
Here is the scriptural order of learning the truth: (1) “Listen to what
the Spirit says” (Rev. 2, 3; seven times), (2) “Read what I have written”
(Eph. 3:3–6), (3) Compare what “you were taught by word of mouth”
(see the marginal foot note) with what I “have written unto you, most
excellent, Theophilus” (Luke 1:1–4).1

Good and Honest Hearts
The word of God stirred the leaders and people of Jerusalem because
they possessed good and honest hearts. It is so refreshing that they
did not give excuses for delaying the rebuilding of the temple, but
they were convicted of their sin, repented, and got busy in the work
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of the Lord. A true commitment to restoration requires us to have
obedient attitudes that accept the Lord’s word on any subject. James
described it as receiving “with meekness the implanted word, which
is able to save your souls” (Jas. 1: 21).
The world will never have a true understanding or perception
of the word of God as illustrated by Jesus in Matthew 13:14–15:
“You will indeed hear but never understand, and you will indeed
see but never perceive, For this people’s heart has grown dull, and
with their ears they can barely hear, and their eyes they have closed,
lest they should see with their eyes and hear with their ears and
understand with their heart and turn, and I would heal them.” It
is after this statement that Jesus explains the parable of the sower
and points out in Luke’s account that the seed is the word of God.
When the word of God is sown “in the good soil, they are those who,
hearing the word, hold it fast in an honest and good heart, and bear
fruit with patience” (Luke 8:15). Peter calls this being “born again,
not of perishable seed but of imperishable, through the living and
abiding word of God” (1 Pet. 1:23). The word of God was written to
be understood (Eph. 3:4), but the only ones who will truly comprehend it are those with receptive hearts and minds. That is why it is
so critical that we preach the word kindly and plainly to all with
whom we come in contact. Our job is to either “plant” or “water”
with the word of God, and God will give the “growth” (1 Cor. 3:6).
Once again, that is why it is so important for us to have knowledge
of the word of God because “it is the power of God for salvation to
everyone who believes” (Rom. 1:16).
True Treasures
Interestingly enough, after the people repented and continued the
work of rebuilding the temple, Haggai asked them, “Who is left
among you who saw this house in its former glory? How do you see
it now? Is it not as nothing in your eyes?” (Hag. 2:3). Many who had
seen the temple of Solomon in all its glory had an extremely hard
time accepting the rebuilt temple. However, when God declares
something acceptable, then it is acceptable. God said through Haggai, “The latter glory of this house shall be greater than the former”
(Hag. 2:9). This is an allusion to a greater temple that would never
be destroyed. Homer Hailey affirmed, “This is fulfilled in the temple
built by Christ, the church, now filled with the glory of the divine

“Consider Your Ways”

✦

93

presence…the spiritual temple in the spiritual Zion to which all
saints have come” (311).
The Israelite people of old were mesmerized by the magnificence
of the original temple and failed to realize that what God called holy
is holy and what God called unholy is unholy. The latter temple did
not have the glamor of the former temple, but it had what counted; it
was acceptable to God. We can fall into the same spiritual trap of focusing on externals instead of the commands of God. Robert Turner
addressed this attitude by saying, “A church spends thousands of
dollars for a ‘place’ of worship, yet may do little to improve the actual
‘place of worship’—the hearts of its members. Call it to their attention and they will have a business meeting—dim the lights—change
the order of ‘service’—more externals!! It’s like seeking happiness in
things of life, and doing nothing to change the heart that must use
the things. Genuine Christianity changes the slave, not the master; the wife, not her circumstances. A child of God is content ‘in
whatsoever state’ he may be (Phil. 4:11–13), for he can ‘do all things
through Christ…’ He knows there is a circumstance beyond immediate circumstances—the love of, and obligation to, the heavenly Father” (Turner, “Circumstances” 1).
When we lose a commitment to restoration, it occurs when we
forget who has a right to rule in the universe. God is in control of
this universe, and when he said to rebuild the temple, the people of
Jerusalem had to do it or suffer the consequences. If we want to go to
heaven, our commitment will have to be to God and his word, and
we will have to put in perspective the mundane things of life. Those
things that have eternal significance will always be the treasures that
we lay up for ourselves in heaven (Matt. 6:20).
When I was preaching in Lubbock, I would periodically go to a
lighted driving range and hit golf balls. One night I started a conversation with a person there who asked me, “Preacher, have you
discovered a way we can take everything with us when we die?” I
said, “Yes, I have,” and I quoted Matthew 6:19–20: “Do not lay up
for yourselves treasures on earth, where moth and rust destroy and
where thieves break in and steal, but lay up for yourselves treasures
in heaven, where neither moth nor rust destroys and where thieves
do not break in and steal.” If we want to go to heaven, we will have to
realize and act upon the fact that “the Lord is in his holy temple; let
all the earth keep silence before him” (Hab. 2:20).
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Notes
1. All scriptural references are taken from the English Standard Version (ESV).
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“Set His Heart to Study the Law”
Leadership in Restoration
Tom Kinzel
In the model prayer that Jesus taught his disciples to use as a framework for prayers offered to God, he said, “Pray then like this: ‘Our
Father in heaven, hallowed be your name. Your kingdom come, your
will be done, on earth as it is in heaven” (Matt. 6:9–10 ESV). Perhaps
nowhere is the desire and hope for the complete and final restoration
of God’s intent for his creation expressed more succinctly and more
clearly than in this prayer request that his will be done on earth as
it is in heaven.
It has always been and continues to be the desire of God’s faithful people that God’s will be done on earth as it is in heaven. This
can be seen throughout salvation history, even up to our present
day, through movements led by godly people who recognized that
something in their generation, as it related to God’s will, was being
neglected and in need of restoration. In Jewish history, for instance,
King Asa, the third king of the kingdom of Judah after the division of
Israel and Judah, recognized areas among his people that needed to
be restored, and set about to accomplish this goal (1 Kings 15:9–15;
2 Chron. 14–15). Later, King Josiah, the fourteenth king of Judah,
did the same thing (2 Kings 22–23). After seventy years of captivity
and exile in Babylon, at least three waves of Jewish exiles returned to
Jerusalem under the leadership of such courageous men as Zerubbabel, Jeshua, Ezra, and Nehemiah. They, like the kings of generations
before them, saw something broken and neglected that needed restoration as it related to God’s will among their generations.
The same thing is true in Christian history. Just a cursory reading
reveals that throughout its rich history godly people in different pe-
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riods of time led movements that were ostensibly designed to restore
something about God’s will being done that they recognized was
lacking in their generation’s life. The Reformation Movement of the
sixteenth and seventeenth centuries saw egregious evils being done
in the name of God by the corrupt Roman Catholic Church. Courageous men of outstanding character, such as Martin Luther and
Huldrych Zwingli, stood up to this corrupt religious institution of
their day, leading a movement that was designed to correct such religious evil and to restore God’s will being done on earth. Later, in the
American Restoration Movement of the early nineteenth century,
the perceived weaknesses of the earlier Reformation Movement and
the resulting corruption of denominationalism were faced and addressed by a new generation led by such godly visionaries as Thomas
Campbell, his son Alexander, and Barton W. Stone. So once again a
movement was started with the desire to see God’s will being done
on earth in their generation as these men aspired to restore God’s
will according to the ancient order.
All of these restoration movements and the people that led them
met with various degrees of both success and failure. None of them
can be faulted for their ultimate desire—God’s will being done on
earth as it is in heaven. This desire continues today among God’s
people, based upon and governed by the overriding biblical principle
stated by the prophet Jeremiah: “Thus says the Lord: Stand by the
roads, and look, and ask for the ancient paths, where the good way is;
and walk in it, and find rest for your souls. (Jer. 6:16 ESV).
In 1966 at the Second Annual Forrest Reed Lectureship of the
Disciples of Christ Historical Society which was addressing the issue
of Christian unity, brother Ed Harrell, who was one of three participants, boldly declared, “My aim is the exact restoration of the
ancient order of things” (34). There is no question that even after
forty-five years, brother Harrell still feels this way. There is also no
question that this is a sentiment held by a lot of people, including
most if not all of the people being addressed today. But my question
is, Why? Why are we so driven by the desire to restore the exact
ancient order of things? This question could be answered in many
different ways and on many different levels,1 but on a purely subjective level, I believe that at least part of the answer to this question
is that we know intuitively that things are just not right. God’s will
is not being done on earth as it is in heaven…but we want it to be!
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So God’s people throughout salvation history have attempted movements of restoration, efforts that continue, and will always continue,
until God’s will is done on earth as it is in heaven, a reality that will
finally happen at the second coming of Jesus when everything is put
right (Acts 3:19–21).2 All attempts at restoration then, reflect an urgent understanding and need—that God’s will be done on earth and
that every generation becomes what God wants it to be, anticipating
“the time of the restoring of all things about which God spoke by the
mouth of his holy prophets long ago” (Acts 3:21).
But movements in restoration do not just happen. The realization
that God’s will is not being done on earth as it is in heaven escapes
most people, no matter where they have lived in human history. This
is true of both religious and non-religious people. In our generation,
for instance, most people think that they are fine before God, even
though Jesus tells us that most people will experience eternity separated from God (Matt. 7:13–14). Most who claim to be Christians
and who go to church somewhere believe that whatever church they
are a part of is acceptable with God no matter what is taught or practiced, even though Jesus tells us that claiming him as Lord does not,
standing alone, make that claim accurate (Matt. 7:21–23). Because
restoration movements do not just happen, there is a desperate need
in every generation for good leadership to keep the spirit of restoration alive and to instill within others this urgent understanding and
need that God’s will is to be done on earth in each one’s life just as
it is done in heaven. Every generation needs such restoration leaders.
Every local church needs such restoration leaders.
Ezra the priest and scribe was such a leader in his generation.
There is much we can learn about leadership from this great leader
of one of the greatest, if not the greatest, of Israel’s restoration movements. What follows are some fundamental and essential truths.
The Need for Leadership
As the sixth chapter of Ezra comes to a close, the first wave of Jewish
exiles who returned to Jerusalem from Babylon under the leadership
of Zerubbabel and Jeshua had finally, with difficulty, finished rebuilding the temple and celebrated its dedication to God in accordance with
the law of Moses. It appeared that Israel was on the way to restoration.
But as the second part of Ezra unfolds (chs. 7–10), we learn there is
more to restoration than just the outward practices of one’s religion.
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As chapter 7 begins, it is nearly sixty years later. 3 Israel’s situation
by this time had greatly deteriorated as sin crept back into the covenant community. What makes this even worse is that it was their
leaders who led the way in this sin (9:2). With this historical background, we are introduced to the man, Ezra.
It is unknown how much Ezra knew of the disgraceful spiritual
and moral condition of the first group of returned exiles prior to his
departure from Babylon. However, based on his reaction after his
arrival in Jerusalem (recorded in chapter 9), his discovery of just how
low Israel had sunk took him by surprise. Regardless of Ezra’s knowledge of the situation, it is clearly evident that God was fully aware
of what was happening to his people and of their need for a leader
who could bring about a fuller, deeper restoration. It was to this end
that Ezra was used as a willing tool in the hands of the all-knowing,
totally sovereign God.
Ezra was given both a task and the authority to perform this task
by King Artaxerxes I. A letter was given to Ezra authorizing him
to go back to Jerusalem with the task of making sure that the law
of God was properly and exactly enforced (7:11–26). He was permitted to take with him any people from among the Jews still in
Babylon who wished to go with him, particularly from among the
priests and Levites, because they played an integral part in restoring
the ancient order (7:13). Along with many other matters relating to
temple worship (7:14–24), Ezra was also given the authority to set up
a judicial system based upon the law of God. For those who did not
know God’s law, they were to be taught. Ironically, with this judicial
system came the full power and authority of the king of Persia to execute punishment on those who disobeyed God’s law (7:25–26). This
all sounds an awful lot like “restoration.”
It has been suggested that Artaxerxes gave this task and authority
to Ezra for purely political reasons. Derek Kidner observes that the
mission he sent Ezra on “…could well have seemed politically useful
to Artaxerxes I, whose early years were plagued with the revolt of
Inaros in Egypt, and who would therefore have been especially anxious to promote good order in this nearby territory” (18). Likewise, J.
G. McConville also observes that Artaxerxes’ “…action here is intelligible in terms of established Persian policy, and may have been specifically intended to pre-empt the influence of a seditious Egyptian
spirit upon Judah.” (49). Assuming that Artaxerxes’ reason for send-
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ing Ezra back to Jerusalem was politically motivated, it would seem
that he wanted Ezra in Jerusalem exercising his leadership to promote Persian stability. However, it should be evident that God had a
much different reason for Ezra’s return to Jerusalem. Israel was once
again in danger of the faithlessness that characterized her ancestors,
which resulted in God’s wrath. God wanted Ezra back in Jerusalem
to exercise his skill as a leader in restoring Israel’s deplorable spiritual
and moral condition. God, in his sovereignty, used this powerful Persian king to facilitate his objective. It may be that Ezra did not initially
know how bad things truly were in Israel, but he soon found out, and
recognizing the need for Israel’s spiritual and moral restoration, he
allowed himself to be used by God to accomplish this goal.
There is very little that we know about what occurred in the
nearly sixty years between the time of Zerubbabel and Jeshua and
the time of Ezra. It is apparent that the later leaders of the first returned exiles succeeded in restoring the outward displays of the
Jewish religion, but failed miserably in their attempts at the spiritual and moral restoration that truly makes a people holy. Many
of the leaders, themselves, had succumbed to the evil environment
around them (9:1–2). Evidently they did not have the proper qualities or skills that would have enabled them to lead Israel in the necessary spiritual and moral restoration.
What we have noticed up to this point should impress us with
Israel’s need for good, proper spiritual leadership in bringing about
the restoration that would make her a truly holy people. It should
also impress upon us that every generation needs good, proper spiritual leadership to motivate people to do God’s will on earth as it is
done in heaven. But this type of leadership does not just happen. It
requires preparation for those who would aspire to lead.
Preparation for Leadership
What was it about Ezra that made him such a powerful, talented
leader of God’s people? “For Ezra set his heart to study the Law of
the Lord, and to do it and to teach his statutes and rules in Israel”
(7:10 ESV). It was that he prepared himself to be used by God in this
role. There are four qualities about Ezra listed in this text that are
essential for anyone who aspires to good, proper spiritual leadership.
1. The Setting of the Heart. The first quality in leadership preparation is the setting of one’s heart—passionate desire. However, I
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must hasten to add it must not be passionate desire to be a leader
per se. It must be the passionate desire to be of service to God and
to his people. Although Ezra became a great leader in Israel, it was
not necessarily because he wanted to be a great leader in Israel. It
was because he had such a strong, passionate desire to be of service
to God and to his people that he was motivated to develop other
qualities that made him a good leader. The result was that God, in
his providence, placed Ezra in a favorable position whereby his skill
as a leader could be exercised. This is at least part of what is meant
by the oft-used phrase, “for the good hand of his God was on him”
(7:6, 9, 28; 8:18, 22, 31).
Brother Preacher, Brother Elder, or anyone aspiring to a leadership
role, what is your passionate desire? Is it to be of service to God, to
your brothers and sisters, and to your fellow man? Or is it to gain recognition and distinction by working with a large, well-known church
and to be popular enough that you hold at least five gospel meetings
a year? As ludicrous as this may sound, I have known of preachers
who actually complained that by a certain time in their “careers” they
thought they should be working with a large church and holding a
certain number of meetings, but had not yet achieved that goal.
Why are you preaching? Why are you serving as an elder? Why
are you in any role of spiritual leadership? Is it for your own notoriety,
or is it for God’s honor and glory? Our motive, no matter where we
find ourselves at any given moment in life, should be the same motive
as our Lord’s: “For I have come down from heaven, not to do my own
will but the will of him who sent me” (John 6:38). Our motive should
be, first and foremost, to serve God and then to be of service to others. With this as a key factor driving our lives, then like Ezra we will
be motivated to develop other qualities that make for good leadership.
Throughout it all, let us trust God that his good hand will be upon us,
and that he will place us where he needs us in exercising leadership.
2. Study the Word of God. As important as it is for leaders to have
a passionate desire to serve God and others, that passion cannot
be without proper parameters. As Paul noted, zeal for God without
proper knowledge only leads to defying God (Rom. 10:1–3). Ezra’s
passion in serving God and his people was not without the proper
knowledge necessary for a good leader, knowledge that he obtained
because he was devoted to studying God’s word. Undoubtedly Ezra’s priestly background and training would have contributed to his
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study of God’s word (7:1–5), but he had gone further in his desire
to know it by becoming a scribe (7:6). According to Edwin Yamauchi, “From the exilic period the scribes were scholars who studied and taught the Scriptures” (649). Ralph W. Klein observes that
Ezra “is the prototype of the later scribes, who were laypeople,” and
that scribes were people “who knew and could expound the written
word of the Pentateuch” (717–18).
It is also noteworthy that Ezra is spoken of as a skilled scribe (7:6).
The word translated “skilled” emphasizes the concept of speed, “suggesting a quickness of grasp and ease of movement amid this complex material” (Kidner 70). What this further tells us about Ezra is
that “He was so conversant with his material that he could make
considered judgments rapidly” (McConville 46). What gave him this
great ability? Without a doubt it was because he had “set his heart to
study the Law of the Lord.”
Knowing God’s word is fundamental to knowing his will since
it is through his word that his will is made known. But there are
parts of God’s word that are complicated; there are concepts that are
complex. To work one’s way around these with ease, and to be able to
explain them in ways that can be understood by others is not something everyone is capable of doing. Those who can do this possess a
God-given gift, enhanced by their devoted study of God’s word. This
is not to suggest that the Bible is too complicated for “common” people to understand, nor that only people in higher levels of academia
can understand or explain its teachings. However, most people do
not spend their time putting forth the needed effort to become skillful in the use and application of God’s word. Whether we like it or
not, and whether we want to admit it or not, most people usually depend upon their spiritual leaders to help them know and understand
God’s word. We expect these leaders to have better, deeper knowledge of God’s word, and that is why we turn to them for help. And
why would we be surprised about this? After all, Jesus placed evangelists, pastors, and teachers in his church, “to equip the saints for the
work of ministry, for building up the body of Christ” (Eph. 4:11–12
ESV). Those who aspire to be leaders must be aware that others will
look to them for Bible answers to what are oftentimes complicated
Bible questions. The reason is because, thank God, there are people
who want to do God’s will on earth as it is in heaven and who want
to follow the biblical pattern being governed by biblical parameters,

102 ✦

Tom Kinzel

but sometimes God’s will is hard for them to discern. So they look
to their leaders, not as the final authority, but as those who can help
them know and understand the final authority. Good, proper spiritual leaders understand this, and prepare themselves for this kind of
leadership by being devoted to studying God’s word.
3. Do the Word of God. A heart devoted to the study of God’s word,
as important as this is, will mean nothing for good, proper spiritual
leadership unless the aspiring leader also has a heart that is determined to do what God’s word says. Ezra was this kind of man. For him,
the study of God’s word was not just an academic exercise in pursuit
of intellectual content. It was the pursuit of information that was to
affect the way he lived his life. His heart was set on doing God’s law.
In looking out over the spiritual landscape, we are constantly
made aware of spiritual leaders involved in some type of horrific
scandal. This is by no means a new phenomenon among the people
of God, but it is nonetheless a devastating one, both to the leader as
well as to those whom he leads. More significantly, it is devastating to the glory that is to be given to God by the way all Christians
and especially spiritual leaders live their lives (cf. Matt. 5:13–16). In
most, if not all cases, it is not that these leaders do not know God’s
word because, after all, they have dedicated their lives to studying
it. It is because in too many cases they do not have the passion to
live according to what they know. It is one thing to talk the talk; it is
something completely different to walk the walk!
James wrote, “But be doers of the word, and not hearers only, deceiving yourselves. For if anyone is a hearer of the word and not a
doer, he is like a man who looks intently at his natural face in a mirror. For he looks at himself and goes away and at once forgets what
he was like. But the one who looks into the perfect law, the law of
liberty, and perseveres, being no hearer who forgets but a doer who
acts, he will be blessed in his doing” (1:22–25 ESV). The word of God
is not simply to be studied for study’s sake. It is designed to be a lamp
to our feet and a light to our paths, providing training in righteousness, equipping us for every good work (Ps. 119:105; 2 Tim. 3:16–17).
It is supposed to be lived! As true as this is for all Christians, it is
especially true for those who would be spiritual leaders.
4. Teach the Word of God. As passionate as Ezra was to know and
to personally do God’s will, he was also just as passionate for the covenant community to know and do God’s will. This was because Ezra
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understood the profound role of God’s law in the life of God’s people,
both in the sense of identifying the community and determining the
life of the community.
Ezra’s understanding of the place of God’s law in the life of Israel
was critically important due to the fact that enormous changes had
occurred to this community, both outwardly and inwardly, since the
time of Babylonian captivity and their subsequent return. The Davidic
monarchy was gone. The Jewish community was merely a small remnant of what it once was. They had returned to their land, but their
land was not really theirs anymore, being controlled by the powerful
Persian Empire. Because of Persian dominance, they were now living among an ethnically and religiously diverse population. As small
and as insignificant as Israel now was, this meant that she could have
very easily become assimilated to her surroundings and simply disappeared forever, like what happened to other smaller communities. But
Ezra was determined not to allow that to happen. He was determined
that Israel, God’s covenant community, was going to maintain her
existence and peculiar identity. This could only be achieved through
the covenant community knowing God’s law and doing it. So Ezra set
his heart on teaching it to Israel, always keeping it before her.
Those who aspire to roles of spiritual leadership must understand
that teaching God’s word is critical. It is the message of salvation
(Rom. 1:16; Jas. 1:21). It is the message of sanctification (John 17:17;
Eph. 5:26). By it we come to faith in the one who gives us our identity
as God’s people (Rom. 10:17; Gal. 3:26–29). Through obedience to
it we maintain our existence as God’s people (cf. 1 Pet. 2:4–10). It is
because teaching God’s word is so important that one of the qualifications of being an elder is the ability to teach (1 Tim. 3:2). It is for
this reason that evangelists are told to “preach the word; be ready in
season and out of season; reprove, rebuke, and exhort with complete
patience and teaching” (2 Tim. 4:2 ESV). It is for this reason that
each generation of spiritual leaders is to prepare the next generation
of leaders so that the message can continue to be taught (2 Tim. 2:1–
2). Since teaching God’s word is of such importance, it only makes
sense that to be a good, proper spiritual leader like Ezra one must
prepare himself to take on this teaching responsibility.
In preparing for good, proper spiritual leadership, Ezra understood the correct order: a passionate heart for study, for personal
behavior, and for teaching. Because of this, “the good hand of his
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God was on him” (7:9–10 ESV). If one is going to be a good, proper
spiritual leader these same qualities are necessary in one’s life, and
necessarily in this order. With such leadership preparation, one can
be certain that God’s good hand will also be upon him.
The Good Hand of God
“The hand of the Lord,” or something similar, is a phrase that is used
six times throughout Ezra 7 and 8 (7:6, 9, 28; 8:18, 22, 31). On each
occasion, this phrase is used in the context of either a blessing received or an anticipated blessing from God upon Ezra and his people. It reveals at least two concepts that were extremely important to
Ezra as a spiritual leader, and should also be extremely important to
any spiritual leader.
1. God’s Part in Successful Leadership. Ezra was successful as a
leader because he recognized God’s active part in his life and the lives
of his people. In fact, Ezra was so aware and so confident of God’s
activity and his gracious blessing upon him and his people that when
King Artaxerxes offered a military escort to make sure that he and
his people arrived safely at Jerusalem, a nine-hundred-mile4 journey
fraught with danger, he refused it (8:21–23). Ezra was fully persuaded
that “The hand of our God is for good on all who seek him, and the
power of his wrath is against all who forsake him” (8:22b ESV).
It has been observed that “A secular historian might explain
the repatriation of Judean exiles and the rebuilding of the temple
in terms of the Persian Empire’s policy toward the religious life of
its subject people” (Bimson 136). However, Ezra was not a secular
historian. He was a Jewish priest and scribe who was a part of the
community of Israel, the people who belonged to Yahweh. From this
perspective, his historical narrative emphasizes that all that was
happening for good among the Jewish exiles under his leadership
was due to the activity of God—God’s good hand. Bimson further
observes, “Ezra… acknowledges the important role of Persian kings
(Ezra 1:1–4; 6:1–12), but wants us to know that it was Yahweh who
stirred up the spirit of Cyrus and put a desire to beautify the temple
in the heart of Artaxerxes (1:1; 7:27)” (136). So Ezra not only recognized that his successful leadership in the restoration movement of
his day was due to God’s activity, but it was the decisive factor. God
was working through the pagan kings of Persia; God was working
through Ezra. God was working, period!
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Good spiritual leaders, like Ezra, recognize that whatever success
is achieved in striving for the restoration of the ancient order is ultimately because of God’s activity. As Paul acknowledged in reference
to his and Apollos’ work, “I planted, Apollos watered, but God gave
the growth. So neither he who plants nor he who waters is anything,
but only God who gives the growth” (1 Cor. 3:6–7). As an elder, deacon, preacher, or Bible class teacher, whatever good is accomplished
through the exercise of spiritual leadership designed to help others
live according to the word of God, the glory goes to God! It is God’s
good hand being with his spiritual leaders that is the decisive factor
in successful leadership.
2. The leader’s part in successful leadership. Ezra understood that
as a leader in Israel, God’s activity in bringing about positive results
for Israel through his life required his participation with God—he
had a part to play. This included everything from his requests of King
Artaxerxes (7:6) to making sure that he and his people arrived safely
in Jerusalem after a four-month journey (7:9; 8:21–23). With great
courage he approached the most powerful ruler of the day making
requests of him. With great faith he left what was probably comfortable conditions in Babylon to lead a group of exiles on a grueling, dangerous journey to take up residence in the still-ruined city of
Jerusalem among a poorly defended community of Jews. But God’s
good hand was upon Ezra to bless him because of his courage and
faith, and to use him effectively as Israel’s spiritual leader. Although
we are left in no doubt that the decisive factor for Ezra’s success as a
spiritual leader was due to the hand of God, it is clear that Ezra had a
part to play in his success. His will was directed to the service of God
which made him a powerful instrument in God’s powerful hand at a
critical time in Israel’s history.
For one to be used by God as an effective spiritual leader, experiencing God’s good hand, that one must be a willing participant with
God by directing his will to the service of God with courage and
faith, seeking him. When this is done, he will not be disappointed.
Just like with Ezra, God will see to it that such a spiritual leader is
placed where he needs him, and will then effectively use him.
Final Thoughts
Among Jews and Christians, Ezra has been identified as a second
Moses who was leading a new exodus. In rabbinic tradition, he has
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been identified as the father or originator of the Judaism which characterized the second temple period. Particularly among some Christian thinkers, Ezra as priest, lawgiver, and wise man is seen as a type
of Jesus. This should impress us with his profound leadership and
how it still impacts both Jewish and Christian thought today. Ezra
was the quintessential restoration leader.
But Ezra recognized that final restoration would not be finished
with him or his generation. In his prayer of deep confession in which
he sought the favor of God on behalf of Israel, Ezra prayed, “…grant
us a little reviving in our slavery. For we are slaves. Yet, our God has
not forsaken us in our slavery…” (9:6–9 ESV, emphasis mine, tk). It is
evident that Ezra understood that even though Israel was back in her
land, and even though restoration was happening, Israel was still in
bondage, still in exile, not yet fully restored.
But in the future, as foretold by the prophets, there would come
one from Israel, a Messiah, who would complete what this restoration movement pointed to, and what all restoration movements
point to—the final restoration of God’s people and his creation, the
time when God’s will is done on earth as it is in heaven. Jesus inaugurated this restoration at his first coming; he will complete it at his
second coming.
In the meantime, restoration movements will come and go because
there will always be a remnant of God’s people who desire that God’s
will be done on earth as it is in heaven. That time of final and complete
restoration is coming, and will be accomplished by the greatest leader
of all restoration movements, Jesus. Until then, may the attitude of
restoration continue in all generations. This will require the continual
production of leaders in restoration, leaders who have set their hearts
to know God’s word, to do God’s word, and to teach God’s word.
Notes
1. I personally believe that brother Harrell did an outstanding job of
answering facets of this question in the Reed Lectures of 1966.
2. This process of restoration was inaugurated by Jesus at his first
coming, especially at his resurrection, but it will not be completed
until his second coming (cf. Wright 56–60).
3. The temple was completed in 516 b.c.; Ezra arrived in Jerusalem
in 458 b.c.
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4. The direct distance from Babylon to Jerusalem is approximately
five hundred miles, but it is most likely that the exiles traveled to the
northwest along the Euphrates River and then south to Jerusalem
covering about nine hundred miles (see Yamauchi 650).

Works Consulted

Bimson, John J. “Ezra.” Theological Interpretation of the Old Testament. Ed.
Kevin J. Vanhoozer. Grand Rapids: Baker, 2005.
Harrell, David Edwin, Jr. “Peculiar People: A Rationale for Modern Conservative Disciples.” Disciples and the Church Universal. Robert O. Fife,
David Edwin Harrell Jr., and Ronald E. Osborn. Nashville: The Disciples
of Christ Historical Society, 1967.
Kelley, B. E. “Ezra–Nehemiah.” New Dictionary of Biblical Theology. Ed. T.
Desmond Alexander, Brian S. Rosner, D. A. Carson, and Graeme Goldsworthy. Downers Grove, Ill.: InterVarsity, 2000.
Kidner, Derek. Ezra and Nehemiah. Tyndale Old Testament Commentaries. Vol. 12. Downers Grove, Ill.: InterVarsity, 2009.
Klein, Ralph W. The Books of Ezra and Nehemiah. The New Interpreter’s
Bible. Vol. 3. Nashville: Abingdon, 1999.
McConville, J. G. Ezra, Nehemiah, and Esther. The Daily Study Bible Series.
Philadelphia: Westminster, 1985.
Merrill, Eugene H. “A Theology of Ezra-Nehemiah and Esther.” A Biblical
Theology of the Old Testament. Ed. Roy B. Zuck and Eugene H. Merrill.
Chicago: Moody, 1991.
Wright, J. S. “Ezra, Book of.” The Zondervan Pictorial Encyclopedia of the
Bible. Ed. Merrill C. Tenney. 5 vols. Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1976.
Wright, N. T. Acts for Everyone: Part One. Louisville: Westminster John
Knox, 2008.
Yamauchi, Edwin. Ezra–Nehemiah. The Expositor’s Bible Commentary.
Vol. 4. Ed. Frank E. Gaebelein. Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1988.

“According to the Law”
The Pattern for Restoration
Mike Bozeman
The Great Wall of China is 5,500 miles long, averaging fifteen to
thirty feet in height and fifteen to twenty-five feet in thickness. The
Chinese built the wall to protect its people inside from the invading
Mongolians on the outside. They believed their wall was too high
to climb over and too thick to break through. Ironically, the wall
became an ineffective defensive barrier opening China to repeated
invasions. The weak points along the walls were the gates guarded
by poorly paid sentries. Mongolian armies simply bribed the guards
and walked right in. You see, the Chinese placed too much faith in
the integrity of the walls and too little effort into building integrity
into the people.
Nehemiah restored the walls and hung the new gates that surrounded Jerusalem. But both Nehemiah and Ezra realized that until they fortified the people’s hearts with something stronger than
brick and mortar, no wall would be adequate to separate God’s
people from the world. The books of Ezra and Nehemiah are the
story of two walls: Nehemiah’s wall and Ezra’s wall. Nehemiah’s
wall was a visible wall, a physical wall designed to separate the people of God from the ungodly Gentiles around them. Ezra’s wall was
an invisible wall, a spiritual wall of obedience to the law of God.
Nehemiah’s wall was one of reconstruction, while Ezra’s wall was
one of reinstruction.
Our study is about restoration according to the pattern of the law.
In our study we will consider (1) the need for restoration according
to the law, (2) the principles necessary to achieve it, and 3) and the
applications relevant to us.
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The Need for Restoration According to the Law
The Jewish remnant from the Babylonian exile was exactly the kind
of people for whom God hoped. They had rebuilt the altar in 539 b.c.
and the temple twenty-three years later in 516 b.c. Now they had
completed the walls by 444 b.c. It appeared restoration was completed. But just like men took bribes and opened the gates for the
enemy at the Great Wall of China, the people of Nehemiah’s day
had opened the gates and let the world come into Jerusalem. Three
reproofs from Nehemiah and Ezra make the need for restoration to
the law all the more apparent:
Where there is no law, there is no justice nor mercy (Neh. 5:1–5).
In Jerusalem, Jewish nobles exploited their impoverished compatriots. With the focus on repairing the wall taking precedence, food
production had dropped to dangerous levels incapable of feeding the
population. Some mortgaged their property to buy grain (5:3) and
others had to borrow money to pay the king’s taxes (5:4). Still others
sold their children into servitude to pay back their lenders. Nehemiah was furious to learn that Jewish nobles exploited the poor (5:5).
The law of Moses forbade charging interest (Deut. 23:19–20). These
people may have looked like God’s people, as they reconstructed the
walls, but some were lacking the very character and nature of the
God who had delivered them.
Where there is no law, there is no trust in the Lord (Neh. 10:31;
13:15–22). The Sabbath day was supposed to be a day of rest. It was a
day of reflection on God who delivered them and provided for them.
There were even Sabbath years to remind the people that there would
be no profit, no revenue, and no produce except by the Lord who
gave it all (Deut. 5:14–15, 1 Chron. 29:12, 14). However, in Nehemiah’s day, the Sabbath had become no different from any other day.
God’s people were buying and selling goods and trusting in their
business skills to preserve them. Once or twice Nehemiah caught
merchants and sellers on the day before the Sabbath sleeping outside the city’s gates, just waiting for the markets to open. Again, they
demonstrated a lack of trust in the Lord in their refusal to rest from
work on the Sabbath.
Where there is no law, there is no separation from the world (Ezra
9:11–12). The law of Moses strictly prohibited intermarriage with
people of the land (Deut. 7:3–4). The issue was not racial purity but
religious purity. God knew that for them to marry foreigners was to

“According to the Law”

✦ 111

open the door to idolatry and other forms of unacceptable worship.
By the time Ezra arrived, the situation was horrendous. It was like
Moses coming down from Mount Sinai with the Ten Commandments and seeing the golden calf all over again. When the reports
came in, one hundred ten men had taken foreign wives. Among
the guilty were seventeen priests, ten Levites, and eighty-three other Israelites. Even the sons of the high priest had married foreign
women (Ezra 10:18–44). They may have appeared to be the people
of God as they reconstructed their walls, but without a commitment to the law of the Lord, there would be no separation between
believer and unbeliever.
Again, on the surface this group of Jewish survivors appeared to
be exactly the kind of people God hoped for. They restored the external symbols of God’s people. However, Moses had taught: “You
shall be holy, for I the Lord your God am holy” (Lev. 19:2; 11:44–45).
God sought a people who were just and compassionate, a people
who trusted in him and not in themselves, and a people who were
distinctly different from unbelievers. When God called Israel home
from captivity in Babylon, he said: “Depart, depart, go out from there,
touch nothing unclean; go out of the midst of her, purify yourselves”
(Isa. 52:11). It is the law God uses to forge a character of distinctiveness or holiness in his people. Jesus said, “Sanctify them in truth, Thy
word is truth” (John 17:17). As of yet, the law was not deeply imbedded in the hearts of this post-exilic community.
The need for restoration according to the law was more than evident to Nehemiah. His book recorded a number of great assemblies
for the very purpose that the Jews might learn the law of God. The
assembly at the Watergate, in Nehemiah 8, provides us with three
essential principles necessary for restoration according to the law,
both then and now.
Essential Principles of Restoration According to the law
Hearts that demand the Book. It is possible as Ezra approached the
podium that day, that he looked out over 50,000 or more people
(Neh. 8:1). Every seventh year the law of Moses required all of Israel
to gather for the reading of the law (Deut. 31:10–11). It is important
to notice that Ezra was not the focal point of this assembly. The
people did not ask for Ezra; what they asked Ezra to do was, “Bring
the book of the law of Moses which the Lord had given to Israel!”
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(8:1). The first and most fundamental principle of restoration according to the law is that there must be hearts that want more than
anything, to hear the Book.
More importantly, it was a lack of this hunger for the book of the
Lord that had led their ancestors into captivity. Their forefathers had
become bored with God’s book. They had told prophets to do their
preaching elsewhere (Amos 7:12–13). When they recited Scripture it
was an absent-minded repetition (Isa. 29:13). God took their disregard for his word personally. Isaiah said, “They have rejected the law
of the Lord of hosts, and despised the word of the Holy One of Israel”
(5:24). So God closed their minds to the scriptures (Isa. 29:10–11),
and then he took their scriptures away. Amos said, “Behold the days
are coming,” declares the Lord God, “when I will send a famine on
the land, not a famine for bread or a thirst for water, but rather for
hearing the words of the Lord. And people will stagger from sea to
sea, and from the north even to the east; they will go to and fro, to
seek the word of the Lord, but they will not find it” (Amos 8:10–11).
The people in Nehemiah’s day are presented in stark contrast to
their predecessors. Nehemiah does not mind spending time emphasizing their desire for God’s word. They asked Ezra to bring the book!
(8:1). So, Ezra the priest brought the law, (8:2), and he read from it
from early morning to midday (8:3). All were attentive to the book of
the law (8:3), so Ezra opened the book (8:5). The Levites explained the
law (8:7), and they read from the book, from the law of God (8:8). The
people wept when they heard the words of the law (8:9). Afterwards,
they ate, drank, and celebrated because they understood the words
that had been made known to them (8:12). This is the first and most
fundamental principle of restoration of people to the Lord. There
can be no restoration of people to God until they say, bring the Book!
Fear that produces trembling. The second fundamental principle
of restoration is a fear of the Lord that produces trembling before his
word. The book will not achieve its purpose unless it is accompanied
by the fear of God who authored it. It is interesting to note that the
king who commissioned Ezra to go back and teach the people said,
“Whoever will not observe the law of your God, and the law of the
king, let judgment be executed upon him strictly, whether for death
or for banishment or for confiscation of goods or for imprisonment”
(Ezra 7:26). It is surprising that a pagan king expected his Jewish
subjects to fear the authority of their God.
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Nehemiah reported that “When Ezra opened the book, all who
had knowledge and understanding stood up. Then Ezra blessed the
Lord, the great God. And all the people answered, ‘Amen, Amen!’
while lifting up their hands, then they bowed low and worshiped the
Lord with their faces to the ground” (8:5–6). These people were not
worshipping the book; they were worshipping the Lord.
Again, we note the previous generation that God had sent into
captivity. They did not fear the Lord nor tremble at his word. They
were proud and self-confident and trusted in their own schemes and
resources to deliver them from their enemies. Their worship was
superficial and had been reduced to mere ceremony and ritual. In
other words, there was no heart! The Lord proclaimed, “Because this
people draw near with their words and honor Me with their lip service, but they remove their hearts far from Me, and their fear for Me
consists of tradition learned by rote” (Isa. 29:13). Their fear and reverence of God was insincere and mechanical. They went through the
right motions, said the right words, offered the right sacrifices, and
recited the Scriptures with extraordinary precision. Yet they were
completely numb to the authority of the awesome God who spoke to
them (see Isa. 1:15–16).
God’s intention through captivity was to tenderize their tough
hearts and revitalize the fear of his name. Hosea said, “They will
walk after the Lord, He will roar like a lion; indeed He will roar, and
His sons will come trembling from the west. They will come trembling like birds from Egypt, and like doves from the land of Assyria;
and I will settle them in their houses, declares the Lord” (11:10–11).
For what did God hope when the captives returned from Babylon?
Did he want a brand new altar, a new temple, or perhaps a magnificent city with gleaming walls where he could live? The people of
Nehemiah’s day had built God an altar, a new temple, and now some
walls around the city. And yet Ezra and Nehemiah reproved the people for intermarrying, for profaning the Sabbath, and for exploiting
the poor. It is clear that restoring external symbols does not indicate
people truly fear the Lord (Neh. 5:9).
God did not yearn for physical structures; wicked people can
build those. The Lord wanted something far deeper. Isaiah said,
“Thus says the Lord, ‘Heaven is My throne and earth is My footstool.
Where then is a house you could build for Me? And where is a place
that I may rest? For My hand made all these things, thus all these
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things came into being,’ declares the Lord. ‘But to this one I will
look, to him who is humble and contrite of spirit, and who trembles
at My word’” (66:1–2). God wanted a certain kind of heart. To be
contrite literally means “lamed” or disabled. The word was used by
Isaiah to mean “one who is aware of the damage wrought by sin,
of personal inability to stand upright before God” (Motyer). What
God wanted were humble people with a poor and a contrite spirit
who trembled at his word.
Understanding that leads to obedience. The third and final principle of restoration according to the law is an understanding that leads
to obedience. It is not enough just to read the Bible; the words are
not magical. It is not even enough to fear the Lord and be brought
to tremble before his word. There must also be understanding and
right response. Note the emphasis in Nehemiah 8 on understanding
what you read! The assembly consisted of all who could listen with
understanding, (8:2) and Ezra read from it in the presence of men
and women, those who could understand (8:3). The Levites explained
the law to the people (8:7), and translated it in order to give the sense
so that they understood the reading (8:8). Then Nehemiah and Ezra
and the Levites taught the people (8:9). Later they celebrated because
they understood the words which had been made known to them
(8:12). Both men and women would have been present to hear the
reading that day (Deut. 31:12–13; Neh. 10:28).
Notice how a combination of fear of the Lord and understanding
of his word produced practical results. The Jews’ first response to
understanding the message was to weep and mourn (8:9). The word
of God did to them what it was intended to do. 2 Timothy 3:16 tells
us the word of God is profitable for reproof and correction. It would
be interesting to know if Ezra read sections from the law where God
had prohibited marrying people of the land, or perhaps the laws
against doing business on the Sabbath day, or even how the law forbade charging interest. The Scriptures produce sorrow when they
cause us to see ourselves as we really are before God.
The law specified, however, that the Feast of Trumpets was to be
a joyous occasion, so Nehemiah urged them to rejoice in the Lord
(8:10). Perhaps part of what Ezra and his helpers read to the people
included Leviticus 23 (Neh. 8:13). In it, God called on the Jews to observe the Feast of Tabernacles (Booths) on the fifteenth through the
twenty-first days of the seventh month (Lev. 23:34–36). This happy
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celebration looked back to the Israelites’ years of wandering in the
wilderness when they lived in booths that they made out of branches.
It also looked forward to the Israelites’ entrance into a permanent
residence in the Promised Land. Consequently it would have had
special significance for the returned exiles who again had entered
into the Promised Land after being absent from it for seventy years.
They had come through a kind of wilderness experience themselves.
Studying the Scriptures afresh can be like an art restorer cleaning a painting. He reveals things that were always there but because
the colors were not as bright and the details were not as clear, they
were forgotten over time. Ezra indicated that generation had observed the Feast of Tabernacles previously (Ezra 3:4), but they had
not noticed that booths were constructed along with the feast. The
people immediately responded to their new understanding by collecting the specified materials, building the booths, and celebrating
the festival—as it was written (Neh. 8:15–16).
Nehemiah adds that their joy was very great (8:17). Their joy
was not rooted in a new way to spice up an old drab festival. They
were not saying, “Hey, let’s do something dramatic! Let’s build some
booths!” They rejoiced to learn that God was still faithful. Not only
had he brought his people out of bondage again, but he was willing
to restore them to a relationship with him. And that is a reason to
rejoice.
In Ezra 9-10 and Nehemiah 8, the impact of the word of God on
this group was tremendous. The word produced fear and trembling
in the people (Ezra 9:4; 10:3). Through it, God pointed the people to
their sin (Neh. 8:9), led them to worship (8:12, 14), and gave them
great joy (8:17). Praise God for his wonderful word.
Applications for Us
Hunger for the word. In Nehemiah 8, the thing emphasized most of
all is the people’s craving for the word of God. Not only did people
gather on the first day and called for Ezra to bring the book, but they
came back day after day for six consecutive days of the feast to hear
the word of the law read! (see 8:13,18; 9:3). These people had an insatiable appetite to be taught, much like first-century Christians did.
The Bereans “received the word with great eagerness, examining the
Scriptures daily, to see whether these things were so” (Acts 17:11).
It is that same hunger Peter said we ought to have: “like new born
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babes, long for the pure milk of the word, that by it you may grow in
respect to salvation” (1 Pet. 2:2).
It is a struggle to keep one’s hunger for the word at its purest and
highest level. People tend not to be as hungry for the things that are
good for them as they are for the things that make them feel good. I
would always prefer to eat a piece of chocolate pie rather than a helping of green beans. People may like to hear a preacher read a scripture or two during the sermon because it makes them feel they have
had their vegetables, but truth be told, what holds their attention
more is if he will lace his sermon with some personal stories and a
few light-humored jokes and keep the applications as benign as possible. Can you imagine Ezra appearing with a sermon like that? Can
you imagine what the assembly at the Watergate would have done if
Ezra had brought a Chicken Soup for the Soul sermon?
People also struggle to bring the Book before their families. Again,
people are not as hungry for the things that are good for them as they
are for the things that make them feel good. We get too busy with
important things like watching a good TV show, reading a novel, listening to our IPOD, or keeping up with our never ending Facebook
mail. Are these things wrong? No, but they are desserts! Moses told
Jewish families they were to talk about the word from the time the
children rose up unti the time they went to bed and all along the way
(Deut. 6:4–6). Where has our passion for the Book gone? Did it ever
exist? If so, how do we recover it?
In churches of the Lord, how is it one decides what position to
take on polemical subjects such as wearing of a veil, women speaking in assemblies, or the Lord’s Supper on Sunday night? It is much
more convenient to find out the general position taken by the majority of conservative churches and go with that, rather than to bring
the Book and study it for ourselves. True restoration between an individual and God takes place only as a person returns to the book.
For those of us who want to return but have lost our zeal, we must
pray to the Lord for a renewed spirit, a renewed passion, a renewed
love for the truth. Jesus said, “Ask and you shall receive, seek and
you will find, knock and it shall be opened to you” (Matt. 7:14). Jesus’
words in Mark 4:24–25 are still instructive to us today. To the degree
we crave his word God will fill us up, but if that passion to feed on his
book does not live in our hearts, God will take it away!
Fear and trust God above ourselves. God’s book is filled with mar-
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velous promises. “I will never desert you, nor will I ever forsake you,
so that we may confidently say, the Lord is my helper, I will not be
afraid, what shall man do to me” (Heb. 13:5–6). Jesus tells us we are
to “seek first His kingdom and His righteousness” (Matt 6:33), and
leave room for God to provide the basic necessities. And that “the
very hairs on our head are all numbered, therefore do not fear; you
are of more value than many sparrows” (Matt. 10:30–31). Our fear
is not to be of men, but rather of God. Solomon said, “The fear of
the Lord is the beginning of knowledge” (Prov. 1:7). Moreover the
Psalmist said, “My flesh trembles in fear of You; I stand in awe of
Your laws” (Ps. 119:12).
It was a lack of fear, accompanied by too much pride and self-reliance, that caused Judah to fall before God (Isa. 5:21). They believed
in themselves too much. Right up to the time the Assyrians were
knocking on the door, they were stock-piling weapons, tearing down
houses in the city to refortify the walls, collecting water, and making
reservoirs. What God wanted was for them to turn to him, to weep
and wail, and to call upon him for help. However, the one thing they
would absolutely not do is to turn and call on the Lord. They might
have argued, “To sit here and wait on the Lord is irresponsible. We
need to prepare ourselves!” In reality, Israel was just too proud to
turn to the Lord for help. Their attitude was, if we cannot save ourselves, nothing can save us! (Isa. 9:9; 22:8–13).
All too often we reflect that same mentality. We tend to be too
self-reliant and too self-confident. We hesitate to let others help us
or ask for help because to do that is to admit we are weak. We are
taught in our society to be tough—it is a cultural value that the
more independent one is the better. Just as they worked on the Sabbath in Nehemiah’s day, today we often demonstrate our spirit of
self-trust in the way we devote ourselves to making money. To fear
God is to trust in him and let him provide for us. To trust and fear
him is to limit ourselves in our financial ambitions, and give more
time and energy to building the spiritual walls of his church. There
is almost a sense of panic, a sense of fear that if we don’t keep increasing our holdings at a rapid rate, we will get pummeled by life.
We worry that we must have a surplus of savings or one day we
will be paupers. One popular financial advisor recommends that
one must have at least a thousand dollars in an emergency fund, six
months’ worth of salary saved in a money market account (in case of
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some disability crisis), fifteen percent of our monthly income going
to an IRA fund, and finally a fund for college tuition. Where is there
any money left to share with those in need? Where is there room
left to trust in the Lord? Can you imagine first-century Christians
or those of Nehemiah’s day receiving such counsel? Where do we
cross the line from simply being responsible stewards to trying to
be our own personal saviors?
The people in Nehemiah’s day put aside some of their work obligations in order to build the walls of Jerusalem. That might have
appeared foolish to some. They certainly suffered for it at the hands
of the nobles who profited from their hard circumstances. But their
hardship was the Lord’s opportunity to care for them while they devoted themselves to his work. Hebrews 13:5 tells us to keep ourselves
free from the love of money and be content with what we have. To
be content means we must learn to trust in someone other than ourselves! Trusting in God to provide may mean we reduce our devotion to secular work and give more attention to building the spiritual
walls of the city of God. And that may even require us to reduce our
standard of living. The Lord tells us to fear him rather than those
who might try and hurt us in this life (Matt. 10:28). And he promises
to provide for us, though what he may offer is below our standard
of living (Matt. 10:26–30). It is important to know that every one of
those self-reliant Israelites of Isaiah’s day fell to the Assyrians. Not
one of their diligent efforts to save themselves worked. On the other
hand, those in Nehemiah’s day who feared the Lord and waited on
him were reimbursed by the nobles at the preaching of Nehemiah
and they continued to apply themselves to the work (Neh. 5:12–13).
It would be amazing to experience what the Lord could do in our
lives if we would only learn to trust him.
An understanding that leads to obedience. Faith that does not lead
to obedience is no faith at all (Jas. 2:19–20), and obedience that does
not fear the Lord’s commands even to its details is not real obedience. The Lord told Joshua, “Be careful to obey all the law my servant
Moses gave you; do not turn from it to the right or to the left, that
you may be successful wherever you go” (Josh. 1:7). It is true our understanding of the word grows and matures over time. It is possible
the people had celebrated the festival of booths in the past (Ezra 3:4),
but had never recognized the details of constructing tents to live in
during the week of the feast. However, maturity in understanding
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led them to change! That attention to the details is a hallmark of
those who fear the Lord and love his ways.
The Pharisees appeared as though they were very concerned
about authority. They instructed the Jews from the law of Moses
with great fervor (Matt. 23:1). Yet Jesus condemned them because
they failed to distinguish between the law of the Lord and their traditions. They built walls to protect the people from breaking the law,
but they elevated their traditions to the status of law. And worse
still, while on the outside they appeared to be just what God wanted,
Jesus said they were lacking the most weighty elements of the law—
justice, mercy and faith (Matt. 23:23). Jesus said they had come to
be of the same nature as the people of Isaiah’s day. “These people
honor Me with their lips but their hearts are far from me. They worship me in vain; their teachings are but rules taught by men” (Mark
7:6–7). The Pharisees placed confidence in the walls of traditions
they had built to distinguish themselves from the Gentiles, but they
put little effort into building integrity into their own hearts or the
hearts of the people.
We are challenged today, just as first-century disciples, to walk
according to the law of Jesus in all its details, not adding to or taking from the law (Rev. 22:18–19). However, our commitment must
grow from the inside out. If we have a great commitment to the
details of the law (church organization, work, and worship), yet fail
to build the integrity of faith, mercy, and justice into our hearts, we
are condemned. Restoration according to the pattern of the law will
cause us to consider all the details of God’s plan for our worship.
Moreover, it will also lead us to “purify ourselves, from everything
that contaminates body and spirit, perfecting holiness in the fear of
God” (2 Cor. 7:1).
Ultimately, it all goes back to the heart. When the people at the
Watergate heard the reading of the law there were various ways they
could have read the Bible that day. But here is how they read it: this
is what it said, and that’s what we’re going to do! Today, if someone
ends up doing just what the Bible says, it’s because they started out
with the attitude these people had: (1) they started out really wanting to know; (2) they started out honoring God almighty, believing
that he had a right to tell them what to do; and (3) their strength was
the joy of the Lord. And when someone begins with that attitude,
they will end up doing exactly what God says, gladly.
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Conclusion
The Great Wall of China proved insufficient to protect those within its walls. The Chinese put too much sweat and grit into making
walls of integrity rather than people of integrity. Ezra and Nehemiah
followed God’s plan—they not only reconstructed walls, they reinstructed people in the law of God. May we be more like Ezra and
Nehemiah, devoted to the Lord and builders of hearts according to
what is written.
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“Let Us Arise and Build”

The Distinctiveness of God’s People
Ryan Boyer
Immediately before God spoke the Ten Commandments to the Exodus generation, he told Moses that he was creating Israel to obey
him and to be a kingdom of priests and a holy nation (Exod. 19:5–
6).1 God created Israel with the intent that they would be completely
different from everyone around them. Prior to the conquest of the
Promised Land God’s people were given strict commands to avoid
all outside influences by utterly destroying their enemies, refusing to intermarry with foreigners lest their hearts be turned, and
destroying every pagan object of worship (Deut. 7:1–6). God even
gave his people creative laws to illustrate their distinctiveness in
this world. For example, “You shall not breed together two kinds of
your cattle; you shall not sow your field with two kinds of seed, nor
wear a garment upon you of two kinds of material mixed together”
(Lev. 19:19). Historically, Israel’s trouble began when they stopped
being different, and when they refused to correct their error they
were destroyed and sent into captivity.
At the end of that captivity in 539/538 b.c. Cyrus allowed the Israelites to return to Jerusalem. The temple that had been destroyed was
rebuilt, the priesthood was restored, and sacrifices were offered on
God’s altar once more. Jerusalem was again the distinguished capitol
of Abraham’s descendants, but their core problem remained—they
were not detached from everyone around them. Their tendency towards pagan worship had been cured, but by 445/444 b.c. (Neh. 1:1)
Jerusalem’s leadership had reverted to pre-captivity levels of corruption and sin. Ezra’s reading of the book of the law and the people’s reactions is reminiscent of Hilkiah’s discovery when the majority, if not
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all, of God’s chosen people were apparently ignorant of His covenant
(Neh. 8:1ff.; 2 Kings 22:8ff.; 2 Chron. 34:14ff.). The Israelites who had
returned from captivity intermarried with the nations around them,
they were not supporting the Levites according to the law, nor was
the Sabbath being observed. God’s people were influenced by outside forces, and although they had some superficial evidence of what
they were supposed to look like they did not stand out as different.
Nehemiah’s concern for the broken-down walls around Jerusalem
was about more than a fundamental need for a wall around the city.
His efforts were about being separate from the rest of the world by
rebuilding a physical and symbolic barrier that clearly differentiated
God’s people from everyone else.
In order to understand the depth of Nehemiah’s struggle to create this distinction, we need to appreciate how firmly engrained in
the world around them God’s people really were after their return
from captivity. Although, historically, a physical wall served first and
foremost to protect a city from foreign threats, Jerusalem’s wall was
much more. Figuratively speaking, Jerusalem’s wall was just as important for keeping God’s people in where they needed to be as it
was for keeping God’s enemies out. In this discussion, first we will
examine the influence that forces hostile to God had over Jerusalem’s upper class. Then we will note some other general matters of
apathy and sin from which Nehemiah was striving to separate God’s
people. Finally, after we have thoroughly acknowledged the problems that existed in Nehemiah’s day, we will draw some parallels
about how God’s people are equally in need of a wall today.
Failure to Be Distinct From Foreign Influence
The book of Nehemiah illustrates the need for protection against
God’s enemies, specifically the forces of Sanballat the Horonite and
Tobiah the Ammonite. There is an entire lecture in this series devoted to their opposition, but here we will notice the Israelite’s interaction with their avowed enemies in order to demonstrate that
they were not living as a distinct people. When Nehemiah’s intentions became public, first his enemies expressed their displeasure
(Neh. 2:10). Next their displeasure turned into aggression (Neh. 2:19;
4:1–3). Finally they resorted to violence (Neh. 4:7–8). There can be
no question that these two foreign leaders opposed God and his will.
In all of this it is interesting that their hostility was not manifested
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prior to the construction of the wall when no barriers existed; but
rather, when God’s people consciously began to separate themselves
and created a physical barrier between themselves and the rest of
the world, then the fires of outside opposition were kindled. This was
because prior to the wall the Israelites’ lives were both physically and
spiritually integrated with God’s enemies.
Just as the practical function of the wall was critical for the physical wellbeing of Jerusalem the symbolic significance was just as, if
not more, vital to God’s people being separate. Although the military
forces of Sanballat and Tobiah did not physically penetrate the city
of God, their influence infected Jerusalem’s leadership like a contagious disease. We shall see this influence through Shemaiah the
prophet, the nobles of Judah, Eliashib the priest and the son of Joiada.
First, in the case of Shemaiah, Nehemiah 6:12–13 says that he was on
Tobiah and Sanballat’s payroll in order to destroy Nehemiah’s influence and bring the wall’s progress to a halt. Verse 10 in the NKJV refers to Shemaiah as a “secret informer.” Through the cloak of friendly
auspices Shemaiah attempted to frighten Nehemiah into violating
the Mosaic sanctuary restrictions in order to publicly accuse and
disgrace him. Had he succeeded Nehemiah’s influence would wane,
causing work on the wall to cease.
Second, the nobles of Judah were working in league with Tobiah
against Nehemiah’s efforts. Nehemiah 6:17–19 tells of the frequent
correspondence between the nobles and the enemy, and how their
praise of Tobiah in Nehemiah’s presence was intentionally designed
to discourage progress on the walls. Further, they would in blatant
acts of treason report the words of Nehemiah to his enemies.
Third, Eliashib the priest, who was related to Tobiah, cleared a
place in the temple court that was intended to be used for storage
of holy items in order to provide Tobiah with a large room (Neh.
13:4–5). Whether this particular Eliashib is the same person who
was the acting high priest is uncertain; but even if Eliashib the priest
and Eliashib the high priest are different people the high priest would
have certainly been aware of such an atrocity.
Fourth, Eliashib the high priest had family problems of his own.
His grandson, Jonathan/Johanan (cf. Neh. 12:10–11; 12:22–23) was
married to Sanballat’s daughter (Neh. 13:28). Even after the walls
were completed and the threat from foreign invasion had passed, the
influence of outsiders in Jerusalem was very real. Sanballat and To-
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biah had managed to hire the prophets, become friendly with the
nobles, and infiltrate the priesthood through marriage. Is it any
wonder why Nehemiah kept his plans secret and inspected the walls
at night when everyone was asleep? (Neh. 2:12–16, esp. v.16). Nehemiah’s struggle was to create a barrier between the ruling class of
Jerusalem and subsequently the inhabitants of the city, and the enemies of God. That barrier served the physical purpose of protection,
but at the same time was symbolic of God’s people living as holy and
separate from outside influence. Ezra called upon this generation to
“separate yourselves from the people of the land…” (Ezra 10:11). Nehemiah summarized his work when he said, “Thus I purified them
from everything foreign…” (Neh. 13:30).
Failure to Be Distinct in Holy Service
In addition to the outside influence of God’s enemies and the power
they wielded inside the walls, there was another problem that again
was rooted in the upper class. It was the problem of sin, which can
never be present in the city where God’s temple resides. The following problems are a straightforward matter of God’s people refusing
to act like God’s people and cannot be attributed to evil sources from
without. They are symptoms of a people who want to live “within the
city” but at the same time do not want to be different and separate.
First, the silent void of any attempts to rebuild the walls prior to
the time of Nehemiah speaks volumes. When some men from Judah
visited Nehemiah in Susa he inquired about two things,
…the Jews who had escaped and had survived the captivity, and about
Jerusalem. They said to me, “The remnant there in the province who survived the captivity are in great distress and reproach, and the wall of Jerusalem is broken down and its gates are burned with fire.” (Neh. 1:2–3)

For Nehemiah these two were one and the same. After returning
to Jerusalem he rallied support for his project by saying, “You see
the bad situation we are in, that Jerusalem is desolate and its gates
burned by fire. Come, let us rebuild the wall of Jerusalem so that we
will no longer be a reproach” (Neh. 2:17). For Nehemiah, the people
as a reproach, or a disgrace, and the disrepair of the city walls were
connected. In other words, the people were a reproach because the
walls had not yet been rebuilt. Nearly one hundred years after their
return from Babylonian captivity a leader had not yet spurred the
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people to complete restoration and the city was still in shambles. This
silent void speaks to the sense of apathy at this stage in Israel’s history.
Second, there does not appear to have been a sense of compassionate community. The Pentateuch is clear that one of the ways God
wanted his people to be exemplary was in their willingness to take
care of one another and to demonstrate a sense of “love thy neighbor”
(cf. Exod. 22:21–27; Lev. 19:9–18). Nehemiah 5:1–11 exhibits a direct
violation of this principle when the “nobles and the rulers” (v.7) were
charging interest to their brethren and even taking some as slaves
in the midst of a famine. Nehemiah compares his leadership with
those prior to his arrival: “But the former governors who were before
me laid burdens on the people and took from them bread and wine
besides forty shekels of silver; even their servants domineered the
people” (Neh. 5:15). God’s people were to be distinct in their sense
of compassionate community and during this time they were failing.
Third, the requirement to maintain God’s covenant was stated
from the beginning, “Now then, if you will indeed obey My voice
and keep My covenant, then you shall be My own possession among
all the peoples…” (Exod. 19:5). God’s people were sent into captivity
according to God’s promises because of their unwillingness to heed
his voice:
The Lord, the God of their fathers, sent word to them again and again by
His messengers, because He had compassion on His people and on His
dwelling place; but they continually mocked the messengers of God, despised His words and scoffed at His prophets, until the wrath of the Lord
arose against His people, until there was no remedy. (2 Chron. 36:15–16)

Nehemiah records time and time again where God’s will was
unashamedly neglected. We have already noted Nehemiah 5:1–11
where the nobles and the rulers were charging interest to their
brethren and taking them as slaves. What makes this even more of
a crime is that it was specifically condemned under the old law (Lev.
25:35–40). One of Nehemiah’s great accomplishments was in chapter 9 where, after a congregational prayer of repentance, the leaders,
Levites, and priests signed a written promise to obey God’s commandments (Neh. 9:38). By Nehemiah 13:10–11 Nehemiah had to
reprimand those officials for not giving the Levites their due; and
in Nehemiah 13:17 he reprimanded the nobles of Judah for participating in commerce instead of observing the Sabbath. God’s people
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were to be distinct in their obedience to his law and in the days of
Nehemiah, simply stated, they were not.
Summary
As if it were not enough that Nehemiah had to separate the people
from the influence of Sanballat and Tobiah—specifically the influence that they wielded through the flagrant collaboration of the
prophets, the nobles, and the priests—he was also working to reverse
a long-standing sense of apathy, to instill God’s sense of compassionate community within his brethren, and to motivate Jerusalem
to obey God’s law and remove sin from their midst. To summarize,
Nehemiah was constructing much more than a wall of bricks and
mortar designed for practical security. He was rebuilding a symbolic
moral barrier, which God himself had established, that separated
those on the outside from those on the inside. The wall was a sign,
visible from both sides, that read, “You might live according to one
standard out there, but not in here.”
Nehemiah’s wall, like nearly all of the Old Testament, served as
a physical representation of a spiritual reality that exists today. Paul
might have spoken about the events of Nehemiah in the same way he
discussed the wandering generation: “Now these things happened to
them as an example, and they were written for our instruction, upon
whom the ends of the ages have come” (1 Cor. 10:11). The restoration of Judaism from Babylonian captivity may be compared to the
restoration of New Testament Christianity today. The captivity has
ended, the foundation of the temple has been laid, the altar has been
built, and sacrifices are now being offered. Although the restoration
of New Testament Christianity is an individual and ongoing process,
through the efforts of faithful Christians the way has been paved for
future generations. The task set before us all is to build a wall—to set
up a spiritual barrier that establishes God’s people as distinct from
the world around them because, like Israel, our trouble begins when
we stop being different.
Maintaining the Comfortable Status Quo
We have seen a common thread throughout this discussion, but have
not yet drawn special attention to it. Specifically, throughout the
book of Nehemiah those who continually hindered construction of
the wall and being a distinct people were chiefly upper class leaders.

“Let Us Arise and Build”

✦ 127

Sanballat and Tobiah exerted their opposing influence through the
medium of prophets, nobles, and priests. Regarding the problem of
apathy there was a clear void of able spiritual leadership. Regarding
sin, almost all of Ezra and Nehemiah’s efforts towards correcting
problems were directed towards the upper class and leadership of
Jerusalem. Notice Ezra’s accusation after God’s people had intermarried with the inhabitants of the land:
For they have taken some of their daughters as wives for themselves and
for their sons, so that the holy race has intermingled with the peoples
of the lands; indeed, the hands of the princes and the rulers have been
foremost in this unfaithfulness (Ezra 9:2, emphasis added, rb).

Notice the onus of responsibility in the prayer of repentance in
Nehemiah 9:
However, You are just in all that has come upon us; for You have dealt
faithfully, but we have acted wickedly. For our kings, our leaders, our
priests and our fathers have not kept Your law or paid attention to Your
commandments and Your admonitions with which You have admonished them. But they, in their own kingdom, with Your great goodness
which You gave them, with the broad and rich land which You set before
them, did not serve You or turn from their evil deeds. (Neh. 9:33–35)

One explanation for this great contention with the upper class
is that the leaders were comfortable with the status quo and had
the most to lose by changing. The ruling class was doing just fine
by worldly standards without a wall. Two examples will illustrate
this point. First, Nehemiah contended with the nobles and rulers in
chapter 5 for collecting interest and taking their brethren as slaves in
exchange for basic staples of life. A change in their behavior meant
a loss of profits, and they were apparently not willing to separate
themselves from their worldly ways until Nehemiah’s confrontation.
Second, Nehemiah contended with the nobles of Judah in Nehemiah
13:15–17 for working on the Sabbath. As an alternative to obeying
God they were participating in all kinds of commerce. Nehemiah
13:20 says, “Once or twice the traders and merchants of every kind
of merchandise spent the night outside Jerusalem.” Can’t you just
imagine the nobles of Judah agonizing about all of their lost wages
while being forced to enjoy a day devoted to unhindered fellowship
with God? A primary obstacle to restoration and the complete sepa-
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ration of God’s people was a sense of being comfortable with the
status quo, and even more so, having an invested interest in maintaining the norm.
There is a valuable lesson here for Christians today who live in
the richest nation in the history of humankind where even the lower
class is better off than most of the world’s population. Nehemiah’s
struggle illustrates the danger of being comfortable and unwilling to
change when there is something to be lost. Jesus taught that God’s
people are to be distinct from the rest of the world (there is to be
a wall between us and them) when it comes to our attachment to
earthly treasure and things of this present existence (Matt. 6:19–21).
Are we comfortable with the way things are?
In any given exposition of the Sermon on the Mount we are far
more likely to quote Matthew’s record of the beatitudes, “Blessed are
the poor in spirit” (5:3) and “Blessed are those who hunger and thirst
for righteousness” (5:6) rather than Luke’s shorter account, “Blessed
are you who are poor” (6:20) and “Blessed are you who hunger now”
(6:21). What Bible class teacher has not addressed “the eye of the
needle” from Matthew 19:23–26? No, there is not one ounce of historical evidence that “the eye of the needle” was a gate in Jerusalem’s wall. Yes, Jesus really did mean, “…it is easier for a camel to go
through the eye of a needle, than for a rich man to enter the kingdom
of God.” Why is it so difficult to accept this text simply for what it
says and why are we more apt to emphasize the blessedness of spiritual bankruptcy rather than actual physical poverty? Could it be
that we are content to leave that particular wall in shambles because
building it would demand uncomfortable changes and personal loss?
Jesus did not tell the parable of the sower in order to comfort
diminishing congregations with a statistical certainty that only
twenty-five percent of those who hear the word will respond. Rather,
he wanted his followers to evaluate their own hearts. The third soil
in this parable was good and received the word as many of God’s
people have today. In fact, it was so good that the thorns wanted to
live there too and ended up choking out the seed that would have
otherwise been fruitful. According to Mark’s account, Jesus says
of this soil that “the worries of the world, and the deceitfulness of
riches, and the desires for other things enter in and choke the word,
and it becomes unfruitful” (Mark 4:19). Thus Jesus proclaimed, “No
one can serve two masters; for either he will hate the one and love
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the other, or he will be devoted to one and despise the other. You
cannot serve God and wealth” (Matt. 6:24). Do we hear the cry to
“arise and build” this wall or are we content to leave it unfinished?
Rather than attacking God’s faithful people with persecution and
hardship, Satan, at least in the United States today, has resorted to
an equally lethal form of distraction: a sense of complacency with
the comfortable status quo.
Nehemiah illustrated that those least likely to be distinct from
this world are those who are comfortable and have the most to lose.
Complete restoration demands that God’s people must be enthusiastic to set aside the comfortable status quo in order to be separate
from this present world and the “things in the world” (1 John 2:15–
17). Jesus demanded that his followers entirely surrender themselves
to his will, which requires letting go of everything that is associated
with the here and now even when it is uncomfortable and even when
it means personal loss (Luke 9:57–62). The rich young ruler who left
Jesus saddened and grieving because of his unwillingness to build
this wall illustrates every Christian’s struggle today (Luke 18:18–30).
The enemy of both restoration and the desire to be distinct for all of
God’s people is the comfortable status quo.
Distinct from Foreign Influence Today
According to Nehemiah’s record, the opposition against God’s people did not actively become hostile until the restoration process was
under way. God’s enemies threatened the development of the wall
with external, physical intimidation, but more so through exerting their influence among those within the city itself. This lesson
has been taught all throughout biblical history. For example, Satan
did not offer the forbidden fruit directly to Adam, but through his
wife (Gen. 3:6). Jesus was betrayed by Judas, one of his inner circle
(Matt. 26:14ff.; 26:47ff.). John 13:2 says that it was ultimately Satan
who had infiltrated Jesus’ lines in order to put betrayal into Judas’
heart. It is necessary for restoration and spiritual survival that God’s
people arise and build a wall between themselves and the rest of the
world so that God’s enemies may not wield their influence within the
boarders of God’s kingdom.
Jesus warned, or rather promised, that being separate from
this world would attract hostility from God’s enemies. He told his
apostles, “If you were of the world, the world would love its own; but
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because you are not of the world, but I chose you out of the world,
because of this the world hates you” (John 15:19). Just as Sanballat
and Tobiah did not become aggressive until the erection of the wall,
God’s people should not expect Satan’s antagonism until the lines of
distinction are under construction. Satan is the ruler of this world,
the god of this world, and the whole world lies in his power (John
14:30; 2 Cor. 4:4; 1 John 5:19), and when God’s people who dwell in
his territory begin building walls to keep him and his influence out,
he will not idly allow them to proceed. Because of this Jesus prayed
on his followers’ behalf,
I have given them Your word; and the world has hated them, because
they are not of the world, even as I am not of the world. I do not ask You
to take them out of the world, but to keep them from the evil one. They
are not of the world, even as I am not of the world. Sanctify them in the
truth; Your word is truth. (John 17:14–17)

As long as God’s people refuse to arise and build they should not
expect to be hated by the world nor to experience its opposition.
In the book of Nehemiah God’s enemies exerted their influence
within the walls in two ways. First they attempted to discredit Nehemiah. Recall Shemiah the prophet who was hired by Sanballat
and Tobiah to encourage Nehemiah to go into the temple, which
Nehemiah could not do within the confines of the Mosaic Law (Neh.
6:10ff.). To do so would have proven him a coward, and worse, a leader who did not care about strictly observing God’s commandment.
Had he fled, his enemies would have maligned him and without his
blameless leadership the walls may not have been finished.
Even today many public figures have learned the hard way that
moral depravity detracts from one’s ability to work. Richard Nixon,
Ted Kennedy, Bill Clinton and Tiger Woods have made names for
themselves, but those names will forever be synonymous with scandal,
drunkenness, and marital infidelity, all of which detracted from their
ability to do their job. Satan, the enemy outside of God’s walls, continues to wield his influence within the gates by significantly weakening God’s people with moral accusations against them, causing them
to falter at the task at hand. Every Christian needs to be mindful, as
Nehemiah was, that all it takes is one mistake to weaken our influence.
Every Christian’s response should be a modified version of Nehemiah’s
response, “Should a Christian like me sin…I will not” (cf. Neh. 6:11)!
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A second way God’s enemies worked within the gates was by
forming bonds with those willing to reach out. The nobles of Judah
(Neh. 6:17–19), Eliashib the priest (Neh.13:4–5), and the son of Joiada (Neh. 13:28) were all bound to God’s enemies through marriage
agreements. Their unwillingness to respect a physical and spiritual
barrier between themselves and God’s enemies made it even more
difficult for Nehemiah and his followers to arise and build. Paul
warned the Corinthians of the potential to discredit Christ’s work
through their own unwillingness to build a wall, “giving no cause for
offense in anything, so that the ministry will not be discredited” (2
Cor. 6:3). Later, he stated the alternative, “Do not be bound together
with unbelievers; for what partnership have righteousness and lawlessness, or what fellowship has light with darkness? Or what harmony has Christ with Belial, or what has a believer in common with
an unbeliever?” (2 Cor. 6:14–15).
God’s people must be radically different from the surrounding
world in order to prevent Satan’s influence from seeping undetected
into God’s kingdom. James likened those within God’s walls flirting
with outside forces to spiritual adultery: “You adulteresses, do you
not know that friendship with the world is hostility toward God?
Therefore whoever wishes to be a friend of the world makes himself an enemy of God” (Jas. 4:4). The Israelites in Nehemiah’s day
wanted to live in a city with no clear boundaries to indicate in or
out. Nehemiah’s wall served as a physical representation that God’s
people have been called to be separate and distinct. Every Christian
must live within the confines of a spiritual wall separating them
from Satan’s world.
Distinct in Holy Service Today
Although Nehemiah struggled against God’s enemies and their influence, his greatest challenge was to rescue the hearts of the people
from apathy, a lack of compassionate community, and a lack of reverence for God’s law. We will draw parallels for each of these as God’s
people face the same struggles today.
Nehemiah’s first hurdle was to overcome a general sense of apathy. One of the most memorable passages in Nehemiah is the climax of his efforts: “So we built the wall and the whole wall was
joined together to half its height, for the people had a mind to work”
(Neh. 4:6). The unspoken reality of this verse is that the wall had
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not been completed beforehand because the people simply did not
have the heart to do it. They were indifferent towards their reproach
and without a godly leader to spur them along they may have never
rebuilt the wall.
An interesting feature of Nehemiah’s leadership is the lack of a
definite call from God. Nearly all of the writing prophets such as
Jeremiah and Amos were explicitly called in order to complete a specific task (cf. Jer. 1:16–17; Amos 7:15); but Nehemiah does not record
such a call. In fact, aside from the occasional allusion to God’s providential hand (Neh. 2:8, 12, 18, 20; 4:15, 20; 6:16) Nehemiah’s efforts
appear to be entirely self-motivated. His actions were solely based
upon his mind to work and a concern for God’s people and their holy
city; a concern which does not appear to have bothered any other
competent leader prior to his arrival.
One of the greatest struggles for God’s people today in being
separate from the world is having a heart to be troubled with it in
the first place. God’s people must not merely recognize the need for
restoration and the construction of a wall of distinction, they must
also be driven to do something about it and make it happen. Simply
to acknowledge the need for such a wall is not enough. God’s people
must arise and build!
A second problem that Nehemiah dealt with was the lack of a
compassionate community. Jesus demonstrated time and time again
that God’s people are to exhibit the same measure of compassion
towards their fellow man that God has shown to this world (Matt.
9:13; 9:36; 14:14; 15:32; 18:27; 20:34; Luke 7:13; 10:33; 15:20). He even
went so far as to say that, next to loving God, our love for our fellow
man is the second most important commandment (Matt. 22:39; cf.
Lev. 19:18). John said that it is impossible to love God without love for
one another (1 John 3:10ff.).
May I assume that we have all heard sermons about how love is
an action? John tells his readers that loving one’s brother does not
simply mean having a sense of inward affection towards them, but
rather, “whoever has the world’s goods, and sees his brother in need
and closes his heart against him, how does the love of God abide in
him?” (1 John 3:17). Who among us has not emphasized that faith
without works is dead? (Jas. 2:14–26). And yet James illustrates this
by showing the folly of failing to provide for the physical needs of
our ailing neighbor.
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The book of Acts has been foremost in the American restoration movement for those attempting to restore primitive Christianity. Acts is filled with examples of God’s compassionate community
providing for one another’s physical needs (Acts 2:44–45; 4:32–35;
11:27–30). A primary inspiration for Paul’s third missionary journey
was to collect funds from gentile churches in order to help faminestricken Jews in Judea (Rom. 15:22–27; 1 Cor. 16:1–3; 2 Cor. 8–9).
The book of Nehemiah, along with the example of the New Testament church, emphasizes that one of the many ways in which God’s
people are to be distinct is in their sense of compassionate community acted out by providing for those in need, “especially to those
who are of the household of faith” (Gal. 6:10).
A third problem that Nehemiah confronted was the lack of reverence for God’s word. In other words, people who knew the law of
God, or at least should have known it, apparently did not feel obligated to strictly abide by it. Among other sins, they charged interest
to their brethren, they did not give the Levites their due, and they
did not remember the Sabbath. The parallel in today’s world is clear:
God’s people are to be vastly different from the rest of the world in
that they consistently and strictly abide by the written word of God.
Jesus’ condemnation of the Pharisees for neglecting the “weightier provisions of the law” was not an open door to disregard the lesser
matters. He said, “but these are things you should have done without
neglecting the others” (Matt. 23:23). It is all important—weightier
and lesser provisions alike. The clearest and most comprehensive
statement to illustrate this point was spoken by the Lord himself: “If
you love Me, you will keep My commandments” (John 14:15). One of
the many ways in which God’s people are to be distinct is that they
consistently and strictly observe God’s authority and constantly
strive to restore New Testament Christianity as we read about it in
God’s inspired word.
Conclusion
From the beginning God has called his people to be different from
the world around them. Nehemiah illustrates this in that his work to
build a wall around Jerusalem was to create a physical and spiritual
barrier that clearly detached God’s people from everyone else. That
wall was designed to protect Jerusalem from the influence of enemies without, as well as to continuously remind God’s people within
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to remember who they were and where they live. Nehemiah’s wall
also served as a line of distinction wherein God’s people were required to behave like God’s people. They must have a mind to work, a
sense of compassionate community, and a reverence for God’s word
reflected in their willingness to abide by his law.
In like manner, God’s people today must arise and build. We are
in the world, but not of the world, which demands that we be separate from all outside influences. We are different in that we have
hearts for the Lord, we take care of each other, and we abide by the
commandments enumerated in the Bible. Thank God for the ability
to live within the boarders of his kingdom; and may he help us all
arise and build, to be separate, different, distinct from the world in
which we live.
Notes
1. All Scripture citations are from the NASU.
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“They Confessed Their Sins”
Repentance and Restoration
Roy Diestelkamp
God first revealed his purpose to save man by an allusion to the virgin birth of Jesus Christ. In Genesis 3:15 it was Eve who was told that
the seed of woman would crush the head of the deceiver. The further
revelation of the mystery of man’s salvation would occur throughout
the Old Testament. Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob received the promises that though they were migrants in the land of Canaan, God
would give that land to their seed (Gen. 17:8), and that through their
seed all the nations of the world would be blessed (Gen. 22:18). King
David was promised that God would make him a house, and that his
seed’s kingdom would be established forever (2 Sam. 7:11–16). Micah
5:2 promised that the one who was coming from everlasting would
be born in Bethlehem of Judah. Through all of these prophecies the
Jews were taught to expect the Messiah, the Christ.
In spite of such great promises, Israel sinned, they broke the law
God gave them by Moses; they often turned to idols, and because
of this were carried off into captivity by Assyria and Babylon of the
Chaldees. Israel had failed, but God’s plan of salvation had not. Jeremiah prophesied the captivity would not be the end of Israel or of
God’s promises (Jer. 29:10–13).
After seventy years of captivity, Cyrus king of Persia, precisely
as prophesied, ordered that God’s people could go up to Jerusalem
and build again the house of God (Ezra 1:2–3). Zerubbabel led over
forty two thousand of the Jews back to Judah and Jerusalem (Ezra
2:1–2, 64–65). Over the next twenty–one years they struggled under
oppression and poverty but finally managed to rebuild the temple
and resume its ordinances and sacrifices. Even though the temple
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was completed, Jerusalem’s walls would not be rebuilt for years. Its
people were poor and still remained under foreign domination, but
the city at least existed again.
If the Jews’ return to Jerusalem was God’s will, a necessary part
of his eternal plan of salvation, why were they having such a struggle
to rebuild, and why did God not prosper their land? Why were the
enemies of Jerusalem so many, so strong, and often so successful?
The simple answer is that it was not that God was not strong enough
to accomplish his will, but rather that the Jews were not serving him
with their whole heart. Those returned captives were not keeping
God’s law completely. The rebuilt temple and its resumed worship
did not please God if the people were personally impure and collectively defiled. The Jews must learn the relationship of holiness and
pleasing worship. As Samuel the prophet nearly five hundred years
earlier told King Saul, “Hath the Lord as great delight in burnt offerings and sacrifices, as in obeying the voice of the Lord? Behold, to
obey is better than sacrifice, and to hearken than the fat of rams. For
rebellion is as the sin of witchcraft, and stubbornness is as iniquity
and idolatry….” (1 Sam. 15:22–23).
Later, approximately fifty-seven years after the temple was rebuilt, Ezra led back to Jerusalem from Persian captivity a group
of priests and Levites. He came with determination to teach the
people again the law of Moses (Ezra 7:6–10). Ezra found to his
great distress that the Jews had mingled themselves in marriage
with the people of the land (Ezra 9:1–3). God had always forbidden
intermarriage with the local heathen nations (Deut. 7:1–6) because
idolatry would surely follow. What they were doing was to commit
again the very sins that had led God to destroy Israel in the first
place. Ezra asks, “Should we again break thy commandments, and
join in affinity with the people of these abominations? wouldest not
thou be angry with us till thou hadst consumed us, so that there
should be no remnant nor escaping? O Lord God of Israel, thou art
righteous: for we remain yet escaped, as it is this day: behold, we
are before thee in our trespasses: for we cannot stand before thee
because of this” (Ezra 9:14–15).
Nothing less than repentance and correction of their sins would
please God. Therefore Ezra stood among the people and commanded: “Now therefore make confession unto the Lord God of your
fathers, and do his pleasure: and separate yourselves from the people
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of the land, and from the strange wives. Then all the congregation
answered and said with a loud voice, As thou hast said, so must we
do” (Ezra 10:11–12). The people and the priests then proceeded to
separate themselves from their foreign wives. Would this finish that
transgression? Sadly, no.
Sin so easily besets man (Heb. 12:1), and it was true of these Jews
as well. Approximately thirteen years after the putting off of the foreign wives, in Ezra chapter 10 Nehemiah came from Persia and led
the people finally to rebuild Jerusalem’s wall. He along with Ezra
taught the people the words of the Law. The people were moved again
to acknowledge and confess their sins and those of their fathers. The
scriptures say, “Now in the twenty and fourth day of this month the
children of Israel were assembled with fasting, and with sackclothes,
and earth upon them. And the seed of Israel separated themselves
from all strangers, and stood and confessed their sins, and the iniquities of their fathers” (Neh. 9:1–2). At this time the people made a
“sure” covenant with God to obey him and be his people (Neh. 9:38).
The people, including the priests and Levites with their wives and
children, all who had knowledge and understanding
entered into a curse, and into an oath, to walk in God’s law, which
was given by Moses the servant of God, and to observe and do all
the commandments of the Lord our Lord, and his judgments and his
statutes; And that we would not give our daughters unto the people
of the land, nor take their daughters for our sons: And if the people
of the land bring ware or any victuals on the sabbath day to sell, that
we would not buy it of them on the sabbath, or on the holy day: and
that we would leave the seventh year, and the exaction of every debt.
(Neh. 10:29–31)

This too, however, would not end the matter. About ten years
after this covenant (Neh. 9), and twenty-three years after Ezra’s similar efforts at restoration (Ezra 10), Nehemiah would again contend
with the Jews. We read in Nehemiah13:23–25,
In those days also saw I Jews that had married wives of Ashdod, of Ammon, and of Moab: And their children spake half in the speech of Ashdod, and could not speak in the Jews’ language, but according to the
language of each people. And I contended with them, and cursed them,
and smote certain of them, and plucked off their hair, and made them
swear by God, saying, Ye shall not give your daughters unto their sons,
nor take their daughters unto your sons, or for yourselves.
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Time and again the prophets Ezra, Nehemiah, Haggai, Zechariah,
and Malachi preached repentance to the returned Jews if they were
to retain the favour of God. We learn from this whole matter a valuable and faithful lesson, that sin can creep in among God’s people
and has to be fought every moment, every day, every decade, every
generation, always; because God will not accept and fellowship sinners, even when they claim to be his people. No, not if they are in
sin! This truth has commonly failed to be comprehended by many
generations of people who believed in God and sought his favour.
Indeed, for as long as man has existed and had relationship with
God, many have thought that God would accept them in sin. Man
has demonstrated time and again a belief that God does not mean
what God says to man about sin. In fact, that was the lie, was it not,
with which Satan deceived our mother Eve. God had said they could
eat of every tree in the garden, save one, the tree of knowledge of
good and evil. God warned Adam and Eve that they would die if they
ate of that tree. The serpent, Satan, told Eve, You will not die. In effect, Satan was saying, God does not mean it.
As a side point, what was wrong with eating the fruit of the tree
of knowledge of good and evil? As Eve correctly saw, the tree was a
good tree and its fruit was good. It would nourish her body and fill
her belly. The fruit looked beautiful and desirable, and it would make
her wise. God, however, had said she was not to eat of that one tree.
What was wrong with eating of the fruit of the tree of knowledge of
good and evil was that God had told her not to.
Eve did not realize that the wisdom that particular fruit would give
was the knowledge that she had done something she had never done
before, the knowledge that she had disobeyed God. Eve did not know
what a guilty conscience was until she ate of that tree, and then she
knew what she had never known before. She knew that she had rebelled against her creator, and now she had a guilty conscience. She
was no longer perfect, she was in sin, and she had separated herself
from God by that act. Moreover, she was ashamed to be in God’s presence and hid from him. It was just as God had said: in that day that
she ate of that tree, Eve died—she was separated from God, dead in sin.
Adam her husband joined her in sin, but not because he was deceived by Satan (1 Tim. 2:14). Adam knew God had said that he
would die if he ate of the tree. Why, therefore, did he eat of the tree?
Adam thought God would not know of his sin, because he could
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hide the transgression from God. Job said, “If I covered my transgressions as Adam, by hiding mine iniquity in my bosom….” (Job
31:33). Job tells us that Adam was planning to hide his sin from God.
Adam would not be separated from God; Adam would not therefore
die because God would not know. God, however, did know and punished him for the sin.
Cain had a similar idea when God rejected his worship, rebuked
him, and told him to do right. Cain killed his brother Abel. He then
had the boldness to tell God that he did not know where Abel was
because he was not his brother’s keeper. Cain truly was not his
brother’s keeper for he was his brother’s killer. He thought he would
be safe in sin because God would not know and therefore would not
do anything about it. Cain did not understand that which the Hebrew writer later would teach: “Neither is there any creature that is
not manifest in his sight: but all things are naked and opened unto
the eyes of him with whom we have to do” (4:13).
Eve, Adam, and Cain all acted out of the thought that God would
not know or would not care, even if they did not do exactly what
God had told them to do. They certainly did not repudiate God, nor
did they want to discontinue their association, and they would very
readily accept his favour and blessings. They believed they did not
have to serve him with all their heart.
In the Bible accounts of these three, Eve, Adam, and Cain, there
is no reference to their repenting. We leave their judgment to God,
but we have no evidence that they ever repented. God gave all three
of these sinners the chance to repent. He asked Adam, “Hast thou
eaten of the tree, whereof I commanded thee that thou shouldest
not eat?” (Gen. 3:11). Likewise he asked the woman: “What hast
thou done…?” (Gen. 3:13). Then God asked Cain, “Where is Abel
thy brother?” (Gen. 4:9). I do not know what God would have done if
these had fully repented of their sin and confessed freely to heaven.
It was what they needed to do! They needed to turn their minds back
to doing only God’s will and nothing else; they needed to call on God
to forgive. Then they might find grace and forgiveness, association
with God, and the opportunity to pleasingly worship him.
The Jews who had returned from captivity, as with Adam, Eve,
and Cain, all failed to comprehend the terror of God. Why is God
frightening? Is it because he is all-powerful? God is omnipotent, but
that is not the most frightening aspect about God. Is it because God
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is all knowing? This is true as well, but there is something much
more frightening about God than this.
Heavenly beings themselves tell us of God’s most frightening
characteristic. Heaven’s Seraphims say, “Holy, holy, holy, is the Lord
of hosts….” (Isa. 6:2–3). God is not a little holy. God is “wholly” holy.
He is “holy, holy, holy!” That ought to be frightening to man, and
certainly is to me, because of sin. How can a sinner be in fellowship
and friendship with God? How can a sinner please God?
Truth teaches us that we cannot please God and live in sin. The
apostle John in 1 John 1:5–6; wrote: “This then is the message which
we have heard of him, and declare unto you, that God is light, and in
him is no darkness at all. If we say that we have fellowship with him,
and walk in darkness, we lie, and do not the truth.” God is not going
to join us in sin; we are going to have to join him in righteousness.
James 4:7–10 says, “Submit yourselves therefore to God. Resist the
devil, and he will flee from you. Draw nigh to God, and he will draw
nigh to you. Cleanse your hands, ye sinners; and purify your hearts,
ye double minded. Be afflicted, and mourn, and weep: let your laughter be turned to mourning, and your joy to heaviness. Humble yourselves in the sight of the Lord, and he shall lift you up.” If we are
going to be the dear children of God, we are going to have to do as
Paul wrote, Be ye therefore imitators of God” (Eph. 5:1 ASV) . Paul
also warned readers not to confuse themselves about God’s attitude
towards sin and sinners: “Be not deceived; God is not mocked: for
whatsoever a man soweth, that shall he also reap. For he that soweth
to his flesh shall of the flesh reap corruption; but he that soweth to
the Spirit shall of the Spirit reap life everlasting” (Gal. 6:7–8). To be
right with God, one has to repent of past sins, seek God’s forgiveness,
and then do right, and refuse future sin!
It is appropriate at this time to pause and talk about repentance
itself. We use the words “repent” and “repentance” and stress their
importance. We see the struggle to fully repent in the story in Ezra
and Nehemiah of the Jews who had returned to Judah. We need to
take the time to remind ourselves what it means to repent. Many
misconceptions exist.
Repentance is not a lot of things:
• A guilty conscience. Achan told Joshua after stealing items from
Jericho, “I have sinned against the Lord…and thus and thus
have I done” (Josh. 7:20). This was factual, but not repentance.
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• Embarrassment / humiliation / shame. This often comes from
sin when it is found out, but it is not repentance.
• Sorrow for sin. “I wish I had not done it.” Sinners may for a
variety of reasons be sorry for their sins, but such of itself is
not repentance.
• Acknowledgement or confession of sin. “I have sinned.” When
confronted by Samuel the prophet for failing to utterly destroy
the Amalekites, King Saul said “I have sinned” (1 Sam. 15:30).
God still rejected Saul, for he had not repented at all of his
sin; he simply had acknowledged that he had not obeyed God.
Later when Nathan the prophet confronted David about having murdered Uriah the Hittite and also committing adultery
with Bathsheba, David likewise said “I have sinned” (2 Sam.
12:13). God forgave David. What was the difference? David,
the man after God’s own heart, repented of his sins. Repentance requires confession of sin, but confession of sin is not
necessarily repentance.
• Apology. I am sorry for sin. This is not necessarily repentance. It may be much like when someone objects to another’s
cursing or swearing, and the one who has sinned says, “If I offended you, I apologize.” This does not mean at all that the one
who cursed believes cursing is wrong. It means that he does
not want to be thought of badly by others. He will curse again
when he is with other people. This is not at all repentance.
• Correction of sin. After doing wrong, a sinner might tell the
one he sinned against, “Let me fix it” or “I will pay for it” and
“I won’t do it again.” Paying for something is not repentance.
• Penance for sin. I will do good because I have done evil. I will
try to balance sin out with good! People sometimes think that
penance will make everything right.
• Seeking forgiveness. A sinner wants mercy, but there is no
change of heart! Shimei threw dirt at and cursed King David
during Absalom’s rebellion (2 Sam. 16:7–8). When God restored David to the throne, Shimei was quick to seek forgiveness but he had not changed his mind about David (2 Sam.
19:16–20). When King David later turned the throne over to
his son Solomon, he told him to find an opportunity to execute
Shimei (1 Kings. 2:8–9). David knew Shimei had not changed
his hatred of him.
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Sinners might feel or do many or all of these things, and some of
these might be appropriate for them to do. None of these actions in
and of themselves necessarily involves repentance!		
Repentance is a change of mind. It is a total and complete decision to turn away from the wrong and do right to please God. Sin no
longer is regarded by the sinner as pleasant or good; neither is it regarded as something of no importance. The sinner who repents from
the heart now hates sin and loves righteousness and determines to
obey God. Peter said, “For he that will love life, and see good days,
let him refrain his tongue from evil, and his lips that they speak no
guile: Let him eschew evil, and do good; let him seek peace, and
ensue it” (1 Pet. 3:10–11).
Repentance moves man to turn the world upside down to please
God. Consider:
Israel put away unlawful wives. “Now therefore make confession
unto the Lord God of your fathers, and do his pleasure: and separate
yourselves from the people of the land, and from the strange wives.
Then all the congregation answered and said with a loud voice, As
thou hast said, so must we do… And they gave their hands that they
would put away their wives; and being guilty, they offered a ram of
the flock for their trespass… All these had taken strange wives: and
some of them had wives by whom they had children” (Ezra 10:11–12,
19, 44). Divorcing these unlawful wives was terrible, but was absolutely necessary to please God.
Saul of Tarsus became Paul. “But what things were gain to me,
those I counted loss for Christ. Yea doubtless, and I count all things
but loss for the excellency of the knowledge of Christ Jesus my Lord:
for whom I have suffered the loss of all things, and do count them
but dung, that I may win Christ” (Phil. 3:7–8).
The Ephesians gave up the occult. “And many that believed came,
and confessed, and shewed their deeds. Many of them also which
used curious arts brought their books together, and burned them
before all men: and they counted the price of them, and found it
fifty thousand pieces of silver. So mightily grew the word of God and
prevailed” (Acts 19:18–20). God demands that those that draw near
to him and seek his help must repent.
God has commanded every generation how to worship acceptably and serve him. Jesus told the Samaritan woman at Jacob’s well,
“God is a Spirit: and they that worship him must worship him in spir-
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it and in truth” (John. 4:24). Worship must be done correctly, rightly.
Worship must also come from a pure and sincere heart. God spoke
through his prophets, “Wherefore have we fasted, say they, and thou
seest not? wherefore have we afflicted our soul, and thou takest no
knowledge? Behold, in the day of your fast ye find pleasure, and exact
all your labours. Behold, ye fast for strife and debate, and to smite
with the fist of wickedness: ye shall not fast as ye do this day, to make
your voice to be heard on high” (Isa. 58:3–4). “And Samuel said, Hath
the Lord as great delight in burnt offerings and sacrifices, as in obeying the voice of the Lord? Behold, to obey is better than sacrifice, and
to hearken than the fat of rams” (1 Sam. 15:22).
John the Baptist came preparing the way of the Lord, saying, “Repent ye: for the kingdom of heaven is at hand” (Matt. 3:2). This was
the same message that Jesus preached (Matt. 4:17). Salvation was
contingent on man turning from sin. Jesus said, “I tell you, Nay: but,
except ye repent, ye shall all likewise perish” (Luke 13:3).
The apostles of Christ likewise proclaimed this same message.
Peter said, “Repent ye therefore, and be converted, that your sins
may be blotted out, when the times of refreshing shall come from
the presence of the Lord” (Acts 3:19). He wrote: “The Lord is not
slack concerning his promise, as some men count slackness; but is
longsuffering to us-ward, not willing that any should perish, but that
all should come to repentance” (2 Pet. 3:9). On the day of Pentecost,
when asked by believing Jews what they needed to do, Peter told
them, “Repent, and be baptized every one of you in the name of Jesus
Christ for the remission of sins, and ye shall receive the gift of the
Holy Ghost” (Acts 2:38). Paul taught the same message to the Athenian philosophers (Acts 17:30–31).
Christians today must rejoice that Jesus came into this world, accomplished God’s will, and brought salvation to us. We also have to
know that we too, like all who have gone before us who had fellowship with God, cannot be indifferent to sin. As we repented of our
sins and then were baptized, we must determine to never go backwards; we must keep ourselves pure. Again Paul wrote: “What? know
ye not that your body is the temple of the Holy Ghost which is in you,
which ye have of God, and ye are not your own?
For ye are bought with a price: therefore glorify God in your
body, and in your spirit, which are God’s” (1 Cor. 6:19–20). “This I
say therefore, and testify in the Lord, that ye henceforth walk not as
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other Gentiles walk, in the vanity of their mind, Having the understanding darkened, being alienated from the life of God through the
ignorance that is in them, because of the blindness of their heart:
Who being past feeling have given themselves over unto lasciviousness, to work all uncleanness with greediness. But ye have not so
learned Christ; If so be that ye have heard him, and have been taught
by him, as the truth is in Jesus: That ye put off concerning the former
conversation the old man, which is corrupt according to the deceitful
lusts; And be renewed in the spirit of your mind; And that ye put on
the new man, which after God is created in righteousness and true
holiness” (Eph. 4:17–24). Jesus Christ gave himself for his church to
perfect its members from sin. “That he might sanctify and cleanse it
with the washing of water by the word, That he might present it to
himself a glorious church, not having spot, or wrinkle, or any such
thing; but that it should be holy and without blemish” (Eph. 5:26–27).
Today, like Israel of old, we must be careful not to become corrupted
by sin, not keeping ourselves as the distinct people of God. Sinful
practices that go on in the world usually show up a short time later
trying to be accepted and practiced by the church. Our successful
worship of God is challenged by it.
Jesus said, “God is a Spirit: and they that worship him must worship him ‘in spirit and in truth’” (John 4:24). Our worship and work
for Christ must be “in truth.” False teachers have attempted to introduce many things not authorized in the New Testament. Some such
things are instrumental music in worship, choirs, crowd-pleasing
entertainment, and women preaching and leading worship services.
Other like errors in organization and work are missionary societies,
sponsoring churches, church-supported schools, hospitals, children’s
and old age homes, and church-sponsored sports and recreational activities. Yet other error that confronts the church today is the acceptance of unlawful marriages as the result of divorce for other reasons
than fornication (Matt. 19:9; 5:32; Rom. 7:1–3). As if this error was
not already too much, there is also the intoxicating idea that preaching today should be just about the love of Jesus. All such falsehoods
were practiced in one form or another by human denominations before they were practiced in the church of Christ. Former generations
of Christians resisted these false ways, and we do so today.
In times past, Christians heard the truth of God’s word, repented
of these false ways, and made a sure covenant that they would not
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intermarry with these sinful deeds. Just as Ezra and Nehemiah commanded repentance for sin, we must do the same today. It is whenever a generation of Christians relaxes and thinks that some “issue”
is over, that evil can readily reappear.
The same can be said about our need to worship God “in spirit.”
We must not only do the right things in worship, we must do them
in the right ways with the right spirit. We must be pure and sincere. God still does not desire the “fast” of pleasure and materialism, fights, strife, and debate, but rather spirituality, mercy, brotherly
kindness, and joy.
Today we must continue to avoid Satan’s old-time lie, that somehow sin will not kill the Christian—that we can sin and not die.
The Scriptures warn us differently: “Wherefore (as the Holy Ghost
saith, To day if ye will hear his voice, Harden not your hearts, as in
the provocation, in the day of temptation in the wilderness: When
your fathers tempted me, proved me, and saw my works forty years.
Wherefore I was grieved with that generation, and said, They do alway err in their heart; and they have not known my ways. So I sware
in my wrath, They shall not enter into my rest.) Take heed, brethren,
lest there be in any of you an evil heart of unbelief, in departing from
the living God. But exhort one another daily, while it is called To day;
lest any of you be hardened through the deceitfulness of sin. For we
are made partakers of Christ, if we hold the beginning of our confidence stedfast unto the end” (Heb. 3:7–14).
When we do sin, we have what the Old Testament ancients could
only wish for—we have Jesus Christ our Saviour and mediator to
God. Having put on Christ in baptism, becoming a child of God, we
rightfully can repent and pray, and receive forgiveness of sins. “If we
confess our sins, he is faithful and just to forgive us our sins, and
to cleanse us from all unrighteousness. If we say that we have not
sinned, we make him a liar, and his word is not in us” (1 John 1:9–10).
We are exhorted to repent, and fervently confess in prayer: “Seeing
then that we have a great high priest, that is passed into the heavens,
Jesus the Son of God, let us hold fast our profession. For we have not
an high priest which cannot be touched with the feeling of our infirmities; but was in all points tempted like as we are, yet without sin.
Let us therefore come boldly unto the throne of grace, that we may
obtain mercy, and find grace to help in time of need” (Heb. 4:14–16).

“You Have Turned Aside”

Restoration as an Ongoing Work
Gary Henry
If the Babylonian exile presented a challenge to the people of Israel,
it may be that their restoration from exile was an even greater test.
The work of rebuilding Jerusalem and the spiritual life of the people
was no easy work—especially as the years wore on and the work remained incomplete. Under the leadership of Zerubbabel, Ezra, and
Nehemiah—and the prophetic preaching of Haggai and Zechariah—
the great work was begun and continued for a while. But eventually,
the restoration fell short, and it was time for the prophet Malachi
to do his work.
Malachi is the last book in the Old Testament in our English Bibles.
After this oracle was delivered, God did not speak prophetically to his
people again until John the Baptist appeared preaching in the wilderness of Judea over four hundred years later. The message of Malachi,
whose name means “My Messenger,” was God’s last word to Israel
prior to the approach of the kingdom of the Messiah. A little book
of terrifying warnings and glorious hope, it is just as relevant and
powerful today as it was in about 435 b.c. when it was first presented.
The famous decree of Cyrus in 538 b.c. had allowed the captive
Jews in Babylonia to return to Judea to rebuild Jerusalem and the
temple. Those who chose to return did so in several groups: the first
under Zerubbabel, and later, others under Ezra and Nehemiah. Those
who came back first faced hardship, but they had the advantage of
the excitement of an important undertaking in its early stages. As
the years came and went, however, disillusionment and disinterest
set in. By the time Ezra and Nehemiah arrived, they found social
and spiritual conditions dangerously low. The walls of Jerusalem still
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lay demolished—but worse, the religious life of the people had badly
deteriorated and called for urgent repair. “The burden of the word
of the Lord to Israel by Malachi” (Mal. 1:1) addressed these spiritual
needs of Israel in the time of Ezra and Nehemiah, 100 to 150 years
after the first Jews had returned from Babylon.
Reading the books of Ezra, Nehemiah, and Malachi together, we
come up with something like the following list of characteristics of
the times:
1. Spiritual apathy (Mal. 1:2, 13; 4:6).
2. Corruption of the priesthood (Neh. 13:4–9, 28–31; Mal. 1:6;
2:1–9; 3:3–4).
3. Degeneracy in worship (Mal. 1:7–14).
4. Withholding of tithes and offerings (Neh. 10:32–39; 13:10–14;
Mal. 3:8–12).
5. Breaking of the Sabbath (Neh. 10:31; 13:15–22).
6. Cynicism and lack of moral discrimination (Mal. 2:17; 3:13–15,
18).
7. Disregard of God’s marriage law (Ezra 9:1–2; Neh. 10:30;
13:23–28; Mal. 2:10–16).
8. Social injustice (Neh. 5:1–13; Mal. 3:5).
The expression “fear My name” is of central importance. Underlying each specific condemnation of Israel’s sins is Malachi’s basic
charge: the people had failed to fear God. The trouble was not unlike
that of the Gentiles described by Paul in the New Testament: “Although they knew God, they did not glorify Him as God, nor were
thankful” (Rom. 1:21). Thus, the little book of Malachi is a call to the
genuine reverence which must ever characterize God’s people.
But if Malachi is a call to reverence, this presents us with a remarkable situation. How is it that having endured the captivity for seventy
years—and now having labored at the restoration for over one hundred years—Israel needed to hear sermons on reverence? Aren’t “restorationists” the ones who understand the need for reverence? Aren’t
they the ones who call others back to a true regard for God?
To the priests of Malachi’s day, the Lord said, “The lips of a priest
should keep knowledge, and people should seek the law from his
mouth… But you have departed from the way; you have caused many
to stumble at the law. You have corrupted the covenant of Levi” (2:7–
8, emphasis added). Malachi’s “burden” was to confront his brethren
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with their hypocrisy. As those who should have been continuing the
work of restoration to the Lord, the leaders had discontinued, and
even perverted, that work. No, they had not dismantled the previous
restorations externally; outwardly, things still looked as if they had
been “restored.” But in their hearts, the restorers had drifted back
into a rebellion and irreverence so disgusting that God said, “‘Who is
there even among you who would shut the doors, so that you would
not kindle fire on My altar in vain? I have no pleasure in you,’ says the
Lord of hosts, ‘nor will I accept an offering from your hands’” (1:10).
So look at the sad situation that confronts us at the end of Old Testament history: the ones who had begun the work of restoration from
Babylonian exile had “turned aside from the way” (Mal. 2:8 ESV).
In Malachi’s day, it was the restorers themselves who needed restoring!
The Ongoing Need for Restoration
Malachi illustrates one of the most important principles in the
Scriptures: true restoration is an ongoing work. As members of the
“Restoration Movement” in the United States, we sometimes speak
of restoration as something that has already been accomplished and
just needs to be maintained. To use Robert F. Turner’s famous metaphor, we think of the church today as a completely restored “little
red wagon” in which we may ride home to heaven.
But as Malachi shows, restoration must be more than a one-time
endeavor. Unlike Christ’s work, which was accomplished once and
for all (Heb. 9:26–28), our work of restoration must be a continuing effort. There will never come a time, as long as we sojourn here,
when we will not need to return to the touchstone of God’s word and
ask: “Where have we departed from God’s truth? What is there about
us that needs to be restored now?”
The Degradation Principle. Restoration must be an ongoing work
because of what I call the “Degradation Principle.” The Degradation
Principle says that, over time, everything tends to degrade or decay.
Nothing can be done and then be left alone. Without constant maintenance, refurbishment, and restoration, things fall into decay. We
see it in nature, as well as in man-made activities. Unless new energy
is infused and efforts are made to return things to their intended
state, they fall into disrepair. Anyone who has ever owned a house
surely understands this!
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In spiritual matters, two things are surprising about degradation:
One is that it can happen so quickly. Paul wrote to the Galatians,
“I marvel that you are turning away so soon from Him who called
you in the grace of Christ, to a different gospel” (Gal. 1:6, emphasis
added). Human beings are nothing if not fickle, and having made an
effort to adhere to God’s word, we can “un-adhere” to it very quickly.
But second, we often don’t see what is happening. When Malachi
confronted his brethren with their need to come back to the Lord,
they had no idea what he was talking about. “‘Where is My reverence?’ says the Lord of hosts to you priests who despise My name. Yet
you say, ‘In what way have we despised Your name?’” (1:6, emphasis
added). “You have wearied the Lord with your words; yet you say, ‘In
what way have we wearied Him?’” (2:17, emphasis added). Then and
now, restorationists can be some of the blindest people in the world.
The more we have preached on the need for others to return to God,
the less we see our own need to be restored (cf. Rom. 2:17–24).
The Degradation Principle operates both individually and congregationally.
Individually, we all tend to degrade. It takes constant vigilance (1
Cor. 10:12) and many “returns” to the Lord to stay on the path that
leads to heaven. Anyone who thinks that he can be “restored” to the
Lord by obedience to the gospel and then put himself on autopilot
for the rest of his life is simply not facing the facts. Going to heaven
requires many mid-course corrections. Some of these will be little
and some big, but all of them will involve the work of restoration.
Our lifelong attitude needs to be that of David: “Create in me a clean
heart, O God, and renew a steadfast spirit within me. Do not cast
me away from Your presence, and do not take Your Holy Spirit from
me. Restore to me the joy of Your salvation, and uphold me by Your
generous Spirit” (Ps. 51:10–12, emphasis added).
Congregationally, things do not “stay put” any more than they
do individually. A congregation may be in the lineage of the Restoration Movement, and it may have made efforts in the past to
measure itself by God’s word, but over time, degradation will occur. No congregation is permanently safe from the kind of slippage
that took place at Ephesus: “I know your works, your labor, your
patience… Nevertheless I have this against you, that you have left
your first love. Remember therefore from where you have fallen; repent and do the first works, or else I will come to you quickly and
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remove your lampstand from its place—unless you repent” (Rev.
2:2–5, emphasis added).
Neither individuals nor congregations can rest their confidence
in any previous restoration. For one thing, the previous restoration
was probably not complete, but even if it was, there is no guarantee
that degradation has not taken place since then.
Both as individuals and as congregations, we are “works in progress.” If we are in fellowship with Christ, we are on our way to a complete, final, and perfect restoration to God in eternity, but until then
we are in constant need of correction. In evangelism, I cannot hold
myself up as a perfect example of what God intended a Christian to
be; I can only recommend to others the standard to which I have
committed myself. And collectively, I cannot represent the congregation of which I am a part as a completely restored example of what
a local church ought to be. When asked why I worship where I do,
I usually say, “It’s the closest thing to New Testament Christianity
that I have found in the community where I live—but our restoration to God’s standard is still incomplete.” It is not the Lord’s people
but rather the Lord’s standard that never changes. For our part, the
process of coming back to that standard, again and again, is a work
that will never be finished in this life.
At this point, we need to be careful. The need of every congregation for ongoing restoration does not mean that no distinction can
be made between churches that belong to the Lord and those that
don’t. The scriptural expression “churches of Christ” (Rom. 16:16)
would be meaningless if it were impossible to be anything other than
“of Christ.” And the Lord’s warning about removing the Ephesians’
“lampstand” (Rev. 2:5) implies a distinction between churches that
he recognizes and those that he disavows. With individuals as well
as congregations, we must be cautious in judging whether certain
ones belong to the Lord or not, but the existence of difficult or ambiguous cases doesn’t mean that the call can’t ever be made. In most
cases, the facts are clear.
The Only Corrective to Degradation. Since there is no avoiding the
process of degradation, all we can do is take measures to correct it
when we see that it has occurred. And the only corrective, of course,
is God’s word. If we would be members of a “Restoration Movement”
worthy of the name, we must be willing to return to the Word continually—never ceasing to evaluate ourselves by its standard and al-

154 ✦

Gary Henry

ways willing to make new adjustments when they are needed. Doing
this requires honesty, courage, and repentance.
As members of the Restoration Movement, we have characterized ourselves as a “people of the Book,” and surely, that is what we
ought to be. But having recommended the Book to others, are we
ourselves of a “poor and contrite spirit” and do we truly “tremble”
at God’s word? (Isa. 66:2). It’s easy to say yes, but when was the last
time you examined yourself and honestly asked whether you were in
the faith? (2 Cor. 13:5). It’s time we started paying attention to that
passage that we’ve known about for so long: “we must give the more
earnest heed to the things we have heard, lest we drift away” (Heb.
2:1, emphasis added).
Some Problems and Pitfalls
While it may be difficult to start (or restart) the work of restoration,
the difficulty does not end once we’ve gotten started. While it is going
on, restoration can run amuck, as we’ve seen in Malachi. Here are just
a few ways that restorationists, past and present, have had trouble.
1. Measuring by the Wrong Standard. The quality of any restoration is limited to the standard (or “original”) to which people are trying to return. In spiritual matters, the standard must be nothing less
than God’s word: the perfect, unchanging norm before which the
reverent person “trembles” (Isa. 66:2). If, instead of God’s word, we
measure ourselves by a previous generation, our restoration is bound
to be inadequate, no matter what kind of “golden age” that generation
may seem to have been. And by the same token, restoration will also
fail when the standard is what is trendy or “contemporary” right now.
2. Not Seeing the Need for Personal Repentance. It is always easier
to see the steps that others need to take than those that we need to
take. Spiritually blind, and failing to have removed the beam from our
own eye (Matt. 7:1–5), we call for those around us to “return to pure,
simple New Testament Christianity”—as if we had already done so,
without the slightest taint of degradation remaining on our part. Or
we think that pursuing restoration would simply mean leaving our
current congregation and worshiping with a more authentic assembly,
with no real change needed on our part other than switching groups.
In either case, our list of ways that people have “departed from the
truth” always seems to be a list of ways that others have departed.
But repentance is an integral part of restoration (Dan. 9:1–19),
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and restoration without personal repentance is usually shallow, if
not outright hypocritical. The restorationist’s attitude must be: “Create in me a clean heart, O God, and renew a steadfast spirit within
me” (Ps. 51:10, emphasis added).
3. Going Too Far…or Not Far Enough. Human beings are prone to
extremes, and nowhere do we see this any better than in restoration
movements. Either restoration fizzles out before the job is done or
we swing to the opposite extreme and start fixing things that aren’t
broken. We seem incapable of avoiding the extremes: going too far
or not going far enough.
4. Limiting the Reform to Externals. One of the worst failings of
many restoration efforts is that they are limited to external practices
and fail to address the inward character and attitude. This type of
restoration amounts to little more than rearranging chairs on the
deck of the Titanic.
Certainly, if there are external practices that are dictated by
God’s word, we need to adhere to those, and if there has been a departure from them, they need to be restored. But more often, the
thing that has deteriorated is the hearts of God’s people, as we see in
Malachi. The deeper need of our day (and this is true across the entire progressive-traditional spectrum) is for restoration of the spirit
of apostolic Christianity, including the other-worldly outlook of
Christians in the New Testament, their spirit of sacrifice, and their
radical reverence. If restorationists do not address issues like these,
their reforms will be superficial.
There is no shortage of talk today about restoring “simple” Christianity. In particular, many feel that a return to biblical Christianity necessitates smaller congregations, different seating patterns in
the assembly, more casual dress, and so forth. Often, the underlying
assumption is that non-traditional practices (a misnomer, strictly
speaking, since these practices just tap into a different tradition)
always go hand-in-hand with a deeper spirituality. But in the real
world, neither of these is necessarily accompanied by the other.
My work right now takes me into all parts of the country. I have
the privilege of speaking to churches large and small, rich and poor,
urban and rural, young and old. My observation is that there is very
little correlation between how traditional a church’s worship style
is and how spiritual-–minded its members are. I’ve seen every possible combination: from non-traditional churches that are cesspools
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of immaturity and immorality to traditional churches that are so
spiritually mature I felt embarrassed to be in their presence. The
fact is, adjustments in worship style do not automatically translate
into strong inward character. In my experience, the connection between non-traditional externals and true spiritual strength is little
more than coincidental.
Granted, there are sometimes expedient reasons for adjusting
our outward practices in a non-traditional direction. But let’s not
call this “restoration,” and let’s not be so silly as to think that any set
of seating patterns, songbooks, or styles of dress is inherently more
“spiritual.” Within the limits of scriptural authority, these questions
are, at best, matters of judgment and expediency—and usually, they
are just matters of personal preference.
Sometimes, the externals don’t even need to be changed to accomplish real restoration. In Malachi’s day, the “restoration of the
restorers” did not require changes in the structure of the temple services, but rather repentance in the hearts of the worshipers. So today,
if any of our externals are unlawful by God’s standard, they must
surely be restored to that standard. And in matters of judgment, if
we find a more expedient means of implementing God’s standard
than we have used in the past, we need not be afraid to switch. But
let us understand: the manipulation of external practices is not synonymous with restoration.
5. Descending into Pharisaism. Over time, even the most sincere
restorationists tend to become Pharisees. Historically, Pharisaism
began as an effort to resist the encroachments of Hellenistic culture
on Jewish life during the intertestamental period. Those who would
later be known as Pharisees were concerned (quite rightly) about
the extent to which many Jews were accommodating themselves to
Greek modes of language, dress, and entertainment. (It could easily
have been the Pharisees who coined the expression, “Brethren, we
are drifting.”) As the years went by, however, concerns that had been
restorationist hardened into ungodly attitudes. The Pharisees got to
the point where they bound their list of issues as the only list that
anybody needed to be concerned about, they insisted that their answers to every judgment question were the only answers that sound
people could accept, and they eventually became hypocrites, unwilling even to live by their own rules (Matt. 23:1–3).
It would be amusing, if it weren’t so sad, how quickly restoration-
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ists can become Pharisees. Starting out with genuine concerns that
some aspects of our faith and practice may be illegitimate, we gravitate toward others who share those concerns. The first thing you
know, we have adopted an “inner circle” mentality, and are showing the signs of spiritual pride and condescension toward those who
are less enlightened. Before long, we have delineated a new tradition
about how God is to be worshiped, and we find ourselves becoming
increasingly intolerant of disagreement. We bind our new tradition
much more exclusively, and with greater isolationism, than any of the
“traditionalists” whose “rigid” ways we thought we had to separate
from. In no time at all, we’ve gone from progressive change-agents to
the conservative guardians of a new status quo (secretly uneasy that
our children may reject our “restoration” when they become adults,
since by that time our “new” traditions will have become passé).
History is clear: the restorationists of today are the Pharisees of
tomorrow. None of us is immune to this tendency! But this is not an
argument against restoration; it is simply a warning that restoration
is a slippery slope. The only way to avoid disaster is to come back to
God’s word often enough—and honestly enough—to see when we’ve
become Pharisees and to repent.
Some Practical Applications
With the above cautions in mind, let us turn to a few practical areas
where some good restoration work might be done today. If, as we
have argued, restoration is an ongoing work, what are the points at
which we need to bring ourselves back to the standard of apostolic
Christianity? Despite previous efforts at restoration, where may it be
said that we today have “turned aside”?
1. Accommodation to Mainstream Culture. Religious groups have
always had to wrestle with the question of how far to go in accommodating themselves to the mainstream culture. In the intertestamental period, as we’ve seen, the Jews had to debate the extent to
which they could dress like the Greeks, speak like the Greeks, attend
the Greek entertainments, and so forth. It should not be surprising
that today we have to grapple with the same issue: how far can a
Christian go in adopting the dominant culture of the day?
Like many of the preachers of previous generations, who often
preached against “worldliness,” I believe that many of us have adopted the sinful characteristics of the culture around us to an ex-
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tent that would be horrifying to our New Testament brethren. They
would be shocked to see how we dress, how we speak, and how we entertain ourselves. Perhaps more than any of our forefathers, we have
compromised the moral distinctiveness that ought to characterize
the Lord’s people in any culture (2 Cor. 7:14–18; 1 Pet. 2:9–12; etc.).
We need a restoration of the strong counter-cultural spirit of New
Testament Christianity.
2. This-Worldly Christianity. While the “worldliness” just discussed is a huge problem, I believe we have to fight against an even
worse kind, and in too many cases, our generation is losing the battle.
More than any previous generation of Christians, our hearts are set
on this world rather than the world to come. Because we are more
affluent, we are more comfortable in this world—and less likely to
think about heaven in any significant way.
But rather than admit our misplaced emphasis, we have redefined Christianity and turned it into something that is supposed to
be about happiness in this world. I agree with Larry Crabb, who has
written, “Modern Christianity, in a dramatic reversal of its biblical
form, promises to relieve the pain of living in a fallen world…the
promise of bliss is for NOW!” (Crabb 13). Contrary to what Ecclesiastes tells us about the incomprehensibility and unfixability of this
world (Eccles. 1:14–15), we attempt to do with Christianity what the
secularist tries to do with science: fix life in this world and make it
be what we want it to be. This can’t be done, of course, but you could
never tell that by the sermons many of us hear.
Are there temporal benefits to being a Christian? Yes indeed, but
if you had asked a New Testament Christian, “Which is more important: the already part of the faith or the not yet?” he or she would
not have hesitated for a split second before saying, “The not yet part”
(Phil. 2:12–14; 1 Pet. 1:13; etc.). Our brethren in the New Testament
would, I believe, be shocked at the extent to which we have made
ourselves at home in this world and forgotten the fiery message of
the gospel about the end of this world (2 Pet. 3:10–13).
We need a restoration of the other-worldly, apocalyptic, eschatological spirit of New Testament Christianity.
3. Consumer Christianity. Today, Christianity, just like everything else, has become a consumer product. Jesus has become a
“brand,” and he is merchandised in ways that are hardly distinguishable from the ways that other products are marketed. These are the
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days of individual choice and customization of products. We go into
the marketplace and from the choices that are presented to us, we
select those that fit our “lifestyle,” i.e., those that can become a comfortable part of the life that we want for ourselves.
Trained by church-growth marketers, we present ourselves to
visitors as a group of people that they would fit in with right away:
“Come, be a part of our fellowship. You’ll like us. We don’t have any
rough edges, and Christianity, as we practice it, has none of the
stumbling blocks that it used to have. It can be an easy, convenient
part of your lifestyle, just as it is a part of ours.” And so our congregations become demographically homogeneous, populated by “birds”
who are so much of the same “feather” that they would enjoy flocking together even without the Lord.
But those who formed congregations in the New Testament were
not drawn by any of the “benefits” that the marketers now tell us to
offer the public. They were drawn by the promise of eternal salvation
in Jesus Christ—or not (Acts 24:25). And they would be shocked to
see how we try to merchandise “brand Jesus” by draining every drop
of inconvenience or unlikableness out of the gospel.
We need a restoration of the costly discipleship and self-sacrificial
spirit of New Testament Christianity.
4. Radical Individualism. As all of us know, the modern world
has become very individualistic. Close-knit neighborhoods are a
thing of the past. Families have become scattered. Rarely do people
live anywhere for very long. And so, we withdraw into our own little
worlds and have little sense that we are a part of anything larger than
ourselves. In this kind of culture, where everybody is mainly focused
on his own needs, Christians have had a hard time holding on to the
“brotherhood” aspect of Christianity.
In the New Testament, Christians saw themselves as part of a
“people” who were the Lord’s people (1 Pet. 1:9–10). And this consciousness extended beyond the local church. The Romans, for example, would have been thrilled to receive Paul’s greetings from, and
to hear any news about, “the churches of Christ” (Rom. 16:16) elsewhere. Today, many of us are embarrassed by that expression, “the
churches of Christ.” Granted, Paul did not use it as a proper noun,
much less the designation of a denominational entity, but even so,
the expression is scripturally meaningful. Our individualism may
have been bred in us by long years of fighting against dangerous in-
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stitutional concepts of the church, but even so, I believe our New
Testament brethren would be shocked to see our isolationism, our
narcissism, and our unconcern about anything that is happening
beyond the borders of our own local assembly (if we are even concerned about the local assembly). They would not understand why
we have so little concern for, much less love for, the “brotherhood” (1
Pet. 2:17; 5:9), and why we are so reluctant even to use the term.
We need a restoration of the brotherhood spirit of New Testament
Christianity.
5. Self-Centered Religion. One would think that religion would be
the last thing in the world that anybody could turn into a self-centered project, but is exactly what has happened. And the change has
been so pervasive, most people don’t even realize what has happened.
At this point in history, most people feel perfectly free to envision
God as being anything they think is reasonable or agreeable. And
when it comes to “serving” God, most people assume that whatever
suits them will be acceptable to God. Since all paths lead to heaven,
why not pick the one that is most pleasing to…you?
Most of us deplore the self-centeredness of modern religion—and
then turn right around and practice it ourselves. Rather than commit
ourselves unconditionally to God’s glory, whatever that might mean
for us (Phil. 1:20), we think of God as existing primarily to solve our
problems and give us what we want. Our brethren in the New Testament would be shocked to see how often we think about ourselves,
how rarely we think about God, and how humanistically we think of
religion as having no higher purpose than the pleasing of…ourselves.
We need, above all else, a restoration of the God-centered spirit of
New Testament Christianity.
Conclusion
The gospel is a gospel of restoration: a plan whereby God is restoring
us to the perfect image of his glory, which image we have marred
by our rebellion against him (1 Cor. 3:18; Gal. 4:19; etc.). But the
process through which God is restoring us is not yet complete. It is
a gradual process, and as long as we live as Christians in this world,
we will always be works in progress. So at the most fundamental level,
that of our individual relationship with God, restoration must be an
ongoing work. How, then, could it be anything less than that in our
congregational relationship?
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Every generation must do its own work of restoration, coming
back to God’s word with fresh eyes and seeing truths that the preceding generation may have had trouble seeing (Ps. 119:18). We cannot depend on the restorations that our parents carried out, and our
children will not be able to depend on those that we carry out. Every
generation must reconnect itself to the standard of Pentecost: not to
the disciples who were baptized that day, mind you, but to the unchanging word—the “law” (Isa. 2:2–3)—that began to go forth from
Jerusalem on that day (Luke 24:47; Acts 1:8).
Frankly, I am excited about the restoration and renewal that I
see taking place among the Lord’s people in our country right now.
Nearly everywhere I go, I meet Christians who are far ahead of
where I was spiritually when I was their age. It is thrilling to see the
new emphasis on serious textual study of the Scriptures, the thirsty
desire for spiritual growth, and the realization that discipleship involves a seven-days-a-week spirituality rather than the mere attendance at church services one or two days a week. And often, the most
encouraging signs of renewal that I see are those that have appeared
informally, with no specific “agenda” on anybody’s part except a desire to grow to maturity in the Lord.
But sometimes minor change is not enough. Sometimes, as in
Malachi’s day, there is such a serious need for repentance and restoration that the Lord’s people need to hit the “reset button.” So let
me ask you: when was the last time the congregation of which you
are a part hit the reset button and engaged in any serious act of restoration? And individually, when was the last time you hit the reset
button? Have you ever done so?
Our salvation depends on our willingness to be warned (Acts
20:29–31), so let me conclude with a warning. Do we wonder why our
“Restoration Plea” so often falls on deaf ears and our appeals for others to come back to God have so little impact? Perhaps we, the “restorers,” still have some restoration work to do! Perhaps we need to hear
the thundering words of God to those of Ezekiel’s day, still captive in
Babylon: “‘I will sanctify My great name, which has been profaned
among the nations, which you have profaned in their midst; and the
nations shall know that I am the Lord,’ says the Lord God, ‘when I
am hallowed in you before their eyes’” (Ezek. 36:23, emphasis added).
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“The Day is Coming”

Restoration and Judgment
David Bunting
“The burden of the word of the Lord to Israel by Malachi” (Mal. 1:1).1
The word “burden” is used here to announce impending judgment
(cf. Isa. 13–26; Zech. 9:1; 12:1). Jehovah’s word to the remnant of Israel is both a warning of judgment and an admonition for refinement.
He warned his remnant in Judah about his coming because he desired their repentance. Thus the “messenger” of God writes regarding urgent matters in order to restore greater spiritual alertness and
preparedness. This message is still powerful and relevant today.
The Israelites had been resettled in their homeland for about one
hundred years after their captivity in Babylon. “The most acceptable
date for the prophecy is the period 445–432 b.c.” (Hailey 401) With
the temple rebuilt, worship was reinstituted according to God’s law,
along with the Levitical priesthood. But the spiritual condition of
the nation had deteriorated. Corresponding with the days of Nehemiah, corruption and disregard for God’s law were prevalent. The
attitude of those whom God had blessed and sanctified was indifference, insensitivity, and ingratitude. Unfaithfulness and hypocrisy
were the norm among God’s children. Thus, God sought to spark
a genuine spiritual restoration within his own chosen people by
sending Malachi to convict them of their sin and to call them unto
repentance. “‘Return to Me, and I will return to you,’ says the Lord
of hosts” (Mal. 3:7).
The second and third generational remnant, like their ancestral
fathers, drifted away from Jehovah’s covenant and law. God boldly
declared that he had loved them (Mal. 1:2). He still loved them. He
was their Father, their Master and their King (1:6, 14). Yet, in spite
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of all that Jehovah had done for the nation up to the very time period of Ezra, Nehemiah, and Malachi, the children of Israel still carelessly departed from the Holy One and from his covenant of statutes
and judgments which sanctified them. The heavenly Father took no
pleasure in his disobedient children (1:10). With laser accuracy Jehovah’s rebukes exposed the remnant’s spiritual ignorance and blindness. They had forgotten that they were to be “a kingdom of priests
and a holy nation” (Exod. 19:6). The remnant ought to have been a
purged people of God, having been fired in the furnace of God during captivity’s chastisement, but again unfaithfulness infected both
priests and people. Priests were profaning their privileged responsibility. People were committing abomination by divorcing spouses
and marrying idolaters. Corruption had caused many to stumble.
Their depravity needed to be purged again.
The irreverent attitude that permeated those whom God had
blessed resounds in their responses to the Almighty’s declarations
and accusations by the prophet Malachi: “Wherein hast Thou loved
us?” (1:2). “Wherein have we despised Thy name?” (1:6). “Why is God
displeased with us?” (2:14). “Wherein have we wearied Him?” (2:17).
“Wherein shall we return?” (3:7). “Wherein have we robbed Thee?”
(3:8). “What have we spoken against Thee?” (3:13) (Harkrider 136)
Immediate Need for Restoration
In an environment of an accelerated loss of fear and honor for the
great I Am among the chosen people of God, skepticism (an unwillingness to believe) and cynicism (a denial of sincerity) expressed
themselves in accusations and questions regarding divine love and
justice (Mal. 1:2; 2:17). Growing out of the deception of their own
self-righteousness, Israelites attempted to cast the blame upon God
for the evil that was all around them. They actually wearied him
with their words by saying, “‘Everyone who does evil is good in the
sight of the Lord, and He delights in them,’ or, ‘Where is the God of
justice?’” (2:17). They went further by saying, “It is useless to serve
God; what profit is it that we have kept His ordinance, and that we
have walked as mourners before the Lord of hosts?” (3:14). But the
fault was their own because the priests had not kept the Lord’s ways
(2:9) and the people had gone away from his ordinances (3:7).
Inquiries about divine justice do arise from time to time among
the faithful few struggling to live righteously in a sea of corruption.
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Consider prophets who carried the burden of the word of the Lord
to Israel and Judah. Jeremiah questioned God: “Righteous are You,
O Lord, when I plead with You; yet let me talk with You about Your
judgments. Why does the way of the wicked prosper? Why are those
happy who deal so treacherously?” (Jer. 12:1). The prophet Habakkuk searched for similar answers: “O Lord, how long shall I cry, and
You will not hear? Even cry out to You, ‘Violence!’ and you will not
save. Why do You show me iniquity, and cause me to see trouble?”
(1:2–3). Martyred Christians desired justice, too, as depicted by the
fifth seal of souls under the altar, crying loudly, “How long, O Lord,
holy and true, until You judge and avenge our blood on those who
dwell on the earth?” (Rev. 6:10).
However, the question in Malachi, “Where is the God of justice?”,
is not a sincere inquiry from the faithful, but is an accusing exclamation that God is slack concerning his promises (2 Pet. 3:3–4, 9). The
remnant of Israel ought to have better understood God’s patience
and prevailing justice. Wearied by their lack of understanding and
foresight, God turns to answer their ignorance, unbelief, and hypocrisy. Verse 17 of the second chapter of Malachi serves as an introduction and bridge to the second half of the divine, prophetic message.
“‘Behold, I send My messenger… Behold, He is coming,’ says the
Lord of hosts. ‘But who can endure the day of His coming? And who
can stand when He appears?’” (Mal. 3:1–2). God responds to their
challenge. He is coming; he will execute his justice by way of his
messengers. “Behold is literally ‘Behold me’, ‘Here I am, about to send
my messenger’” (Baldwin 242). The name Malachi may be “an abbreviation of Malakhiyah, meaning ‘messenger of Jehovah’” (Hailey
401). In this way, he was God’s messenger proclaiming “the burden of
the word of the Lord to Israel” (1:1). Priests under the Law of Moses
were to be messengers of the Lord because the law and knowledge
were to flow from their lips and mouth (2:7). But Malachi and priests
are not the messengers the people of God are called upon to behold.
The inquiry concerning justice is answered with God’s promise of
sending his messengers. His first messenger will be sent to prepare
the way before God himself (Mal. 3:1). The preparatory messenger
harmonizes with Isaiah’s prophecy of “the voice of one crying in the
wilderness: ‘Prepare the way of the Lord; make straight in the desert
a highway for our God’” (Isa. 40:3). He is also the prophet Elijah who
comes before the dreadful day of the Lord (Mal. 4:5). In Matthew
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3:1–3 John the Baptist is identified as that voice in the wilderness.
Later our Lord Jesus Christ explained to the multitudes that John
was both God’s messenger of Malachi and Elijah who was to come
(Matt. 11:9–10, 14). John’s work of preparation was primarily preaching: “Repent, for the kingdom of heaven is at hand!” Jews needed
restoration before God came.
Yet, according to Malachi 3:1 God’s coming would not be complete until the Lord himself, who is the messenger of the covenant,
suddenly came to his temple. “To come suddenly did not mean
immediately, but at once, instantaneously, unannounced” (Hailey
418). Israelites of the remnant sought and delighted in the Lord (v.
2), but the covenant messenger’s coming would not be as they expected. “He will not come simply as a judge of the heathen, but as a
judge of His own as well” (Hailey 419). This messenger is the Lord,
identifying him with God—one with Deity. Isaiah prophesied that
God would give his chosen servant “as a covenant to the people as
a light to the Gentiles” (42:6). Jesus Christ is the light of the world
(John 8:12) and the mediator of the new covenant (cf. Heb. 8:6; 9:15),
who has come to the spiritual temple of God where he dwells in his
people (cf. Eph. 2:19–22; 1 Pet. 4–5).
“But who can endure the day of His coming? And who can stand
when He appears?” (Mal. 3:2). The answers to these questions will be
determined by the Lord’s refinement and purging. The messenger’s
coming would be like “a refiner’s fire” and “launderers’ soap.” God’s
people needed cleansing. The God of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob
longed for holy children, but the remnant had returned to wallowing in their disrespect for and disobedience of God. So, the Lord of
hosts announced the coming of his messenger. Although the people
desired his coming, it would not be what they expected, but rather,
the Lord’s coming would be a penetrating encounter of a purifying
nature because God is not a god who takes pleasure in the destruction of those he loves (cf. Ezek. 33:11), then or now.
God’s promise reveals his goodness and patience. After centuries
of chastising the nation of Israel, and with a disobedient remnant in
view, he challenges his children to consider the work of his messenger.
The purpose of the sudden coming of the Lord to his temple was to
“purify the sons of Levi and purge them as gold and silver” (Mal. 3:3),
in order that their offerings would be done in righteousness. God had
not been pleased for some time with the offerings of the remnant and
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the priests because they had been bringing the blind, the lame, the
sick, and the stolen (1:8, 13). “Has the Lord as great delight in burnt
offerings and sacrifices, as in obeying the voice of Lord? Behold, to
obey is better than sacrifice, and to heed than the fat of rams” (1 Sam.
15:22). Jehovah does not need sacrifices from us, but he is worthy of
our offerings being done in righteousness because he is our Father
and Master. The refining fire of the covenant messenger would purify
the sons so that they may make offerings in righteousness.
The Lord seeks to restore a purified priesthood and nation. His
coming to the temple refines Judah and Jerusalem so that their offering again is pleasant to God as in the days of old, when Israel was
holiness and offerings were in righteousness (Mal. 3:4). This is fully realized when the covenant messenger refines anew the people
through his spiritual crucible, a conversion intended to transform
character so that sacrifices will be acceptable and pleasing. Jesus the
Lord is the messenger who cleanses and restores heart, mind, and
body unto God so that offerings are once again received by him. Paul
admonished Christians, “…put off, concerning your former conduct,
the old man which grows corrupt according to the deceitful lusts,
and be renewed in the spirit of your mind, and that you put on the
new man which was created according to God, in true righteousness and holiness” (Eph. 4:22–24). Peter declared that saints as living
stones “are being built up a spiritual house, a holy priesthood, to
offer up spiritual sacrifices acceptable to God through Jesus Christ”
(1 Pet. 2:5). Each child of God must willingly accept the messenger’s
fire and soap to stand and endure his coming. Otherwise, he will be
cast away and thrown out as the dross of silver.
God’s announcement of the purging of his remnant via of his
messenger does not ignore, nor condone the sin of his children. He
truly desires their repentance, but his divine justice requires that he
also draw near in judgment as promised in Malachi 3:5. God witnessed the remnant’s disobedience and wickedness, and he promised that he will deal with sinners. He is against sorcerers, adulterers,
perjurers and those who exploit others. This is not a description of
the heathen but a pronouncement of the character of God’s people
who had ceased to fear the Lord of hosts. A lack of fear for God is at
the root of all sin—whether sins of commission or sins of omission.
The remnant of Israel had actually complained that serving God
was in vain (Mal. 3:13–15). Failing to see beyond the immediate mo-
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ment and their own selfishness, they had deceived themselves in
thinking that being wicked was more advantageous than keeping
God’s ordinances. They asked harshly, “What profit is it that we have
kept His ordinance, and that we have walked as mourners before the
Lord of hosts?” (v. 14). Impatience had warped thinking. Poor reasoning had led them to conclude that the proud are blessed and the wicked go free. Malachi’s pronouncement of judgment is a reminder that
the Ancient of Days still discerns between those who serve him and
those who do not serve him. The wicked and proud will not go free.
God changes not, and his unchangeable nature is contrasted to Jacob’s unstable ways. No shadow of turning is in Jehovah (Jas. 1:17). He
does not lie (Heb. 6:18). For this reason, Jacob was not consumed by
God’s wrath like Edom (Mal. 3:6; cf. 1:3–4). But the remnant’s spiritual and moral instability confirmed that they were no different from
their ancestral fathers. They, too, had not kept the Lord’s ordinances.
Because Jehovah still loved the erring remnant of Jacob, he continued to plead with them to return (3:7). He called his children to
come back, but their irreverence had blinded them in such a way
that they did not know that they needed to return. They were enjoying the blessings and benefits of living in their restored homeland,
not realizing that God had already refused to accept their sacrifices
and had cursed them (cf. 1:10; 2:2; 3:9). Blindness and ignorance deceived them so that they did not understand that they were actually
robbing God (3:8). Earlier Malachi had rebuked them for sacrificing
that which was undesirable and profane. Now it seems the sons of
Jacob were neglecting and/or keeping for themselves tithes which
belonged to God. The law expressly commanded that all the tithes of
the land were the Lord’s and considered holy (Lev. 27:30–33).
People of God can be deceived and can deceive themselves. Sin is
deceitful and hardens hearts in unbelief (cf. Heb. 3:12–13). Therefore,
the Lord seeks to impress upon Christians, “Do not be deceived” (1
Cor. 6:9; Gal. 6:7). Saints can become “shortsighted, even to blindness”
(1 Pet. 1:9). Are we robbing God today in our worship and service
because we offer the profane and neglect to offer that which has been
sanctified by the Lord? Brethren in the Lord, you have been “bought
at a price.” You are not your own; you belong to God. “Therefore glorify God in your body and in your spirit, which are God’s” (1 Cor. 6:20).
The abundance of God’s provisions could still be restored to the
remnant, but those blessings were dependent upon the fruits of re-
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pentance. So, God challenged his disobedient sons to render faithfully to him that which belonged to him, and they again would experience the liberality of his blessings. “‘Try Me now in this,’ says the
Lord of hosts, ‘If I will not open for you the windows of heaven and
pour out for you blessing’” (Mal. 3:10). His rich promises would be
kept and fulfilled, if they would fulfill their obligations and responsibilities to him. God had not changed. The remnant did, thus they
must turn back to God in true holiness. As nations would observe
how the holy remnant was a beneficiary of the Almighty’s abundant
favor, the Gentiles would again speak praises because Judah and Jerusalem became “a delightful land” (v. 12).
Although the physical remnant of Israel fell short of God’s glory,
he “who is able to make all grace abound” (2 Cor. 9:8) now blesses
his faithful spiritual remnant. With this assurance, we ought to be
motivated to greater diligence in seeking first his kingdom and righteousness, without any reservation or complaint because he promises to supply our needs (cf. Matt. 6:31–34). We give bountifully and
cheerfully, knowing we will reap bountifully because God is the one
who supplies us with “an abundance for every good work” (2 Cor. 9:8).
And when the world observes the blessed and holy children of God,
they glorify him who is in heaven above (cf. Matt. 5:16; 1 Pet. 2:12).
The Day of the Lord is Coming
God was not blind to his children’s hypocrisy and unbelief. He had
a plan by which those who fear his name would be refined, purified,
and restored back to him, but he is never slack in his judgments
against sin. The promise of the coming of the Lord is intended to
wake up God’s people and be a catalyst for returning to the Lord
of hosts and his statutes. Yet, the proud and the wicked will not be
able stand and endure his burning wrath in the great and dreadful
day of the Lord.
God knows those who fear and serve him; they are his treasured
sons (Mal. 3:16–17). Faithful service to God is never useless. The
apostle Paul earnestly exhorted saints, “My beloved brethren, be
steadfast, immovable, always abounding in the work of the Lord,
knowing that your labor is not in vain in the Lord” (1 Cor. 15:58).
The omniscience of Jehovah ought to be great encouragement to all
who revere their heavenly Father and keep him in their thoughts
and life everyday.
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God sees. God listens. And God takes note. Upon hearing the
conversations of those who feared him, the Lord had a “book of remembrance” written (Mal. 3:16). This book of remembrance was
before God, so that “at all times He could recall their pious words
and faithful disposition toward Him. This indicates that the words,
deeds, and disposition of Jehovah’s own are ever before Him” (Hailey
423). God is always mindful of those who are faithful, proving that
it is not in vain to serve God, to keep his ordinance and to walk as
mourners before him. The heavenly Father sought to correct the Israelites’ misconceptions and misconduct.
God’s relationship with the righteous and the obedient is special to him and valued by him because he views them as personally
his own, like a father to an obedient son (Mal. 3:17). This privileged
relationship with God was his plan all along. When he made the
covenant with Israel at Mount Sinai, he promised, “Then you shall
be a special treasure to Me above all people” (Exod. 19:5). Moses reiterated the same promise to the next generation (cf. Deut. 7:6; 14:2).
The remnant in Malachi’s day were descendants of the fathers with
whom God established that covenant relationship, but throughout
the history of the children of Israel they had been a stubborn and
rebellious people. As a nation, Israel had fallen short of God’s glory
because they repeatedly followed a course of disobedience, drifting
away from God’s ordinances.
With the coming of the messenger of the new covenant, God
would have sons and daughters who truly fear him and esteem his
name. “Through faith in Christ Jesus” Jews and Gentiles alike become sons because our peace reconciles “both to God in one body
through the cross” (Eph. 2:16; cf. Gal. 3:26). “And if you are Christ’s,
then you are Abraham’s seed, and heirs according to the promise”
(Gal. 3:29). “And if a son, then an heir of God through Christ” (Gal.
4:7). Fulfilled in the only begotten Son, mediator of the new covenant
(cf. Jer. 31:33), Christians are God’s “jewels.” God dwells in “His own
special people” (1 Pet. 2:9) and walks among them because they are
the temple of the living God (2 Cor. 6:16). “Having these promises,
beloved, let us cleanse ourselves…perfecting holiness in the fear of
God” (7:1). “‘The Lord knows those who are His,’ and, ‘Let everyone
who names the name of Christ depart from iniquity’” (2 Tim. 2:19).
The “jewels” of God are a righteous people like their Father (cf.
Mal. 3:18; 1 John 2:29). They serve him and reap the blessed conse-
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quences of steadfastly adhering to his statutes and judgments. God
promises, “I will spare them as a man spares his own son” (Mal. 3:17).
This hope ought to anchor everyone who fears God and practices his
righteousness in view of the dreadful day of the Lord that is coming.
Those justified by Christ’s blood “shall be saved from wrath through
Him” (Rom. 5:9), a wrath that “is coming upon the sons of disobedience” (Col. 3:6). God’s justice does exist and will be poured out, in
spite of what critics and mockers say.
The great and dreadful day of the Lord is coming upon the proud
and the wicked when they will reap what they have sown. “‘The day
which is coming shall burn them up,’ says the Lord of hosts” (Mal.
4:1). This coming of judgment as a “burning” was a familiar description of God’s just wrath. His prophets previously had used similar
imagery when warning of divine justice upon evil. The Lord warned
Syria, “I will send a fire into the house of Hazael” (Amos 1:4). Zephaniah carried the word of the Lord to Judah, saying, “The whole land
shall be devoured by the fire of His jealousy” (1:18). “My determination is to gather the nations to My assembly of kingdoms to pour
on them My indignation, all My fierce anger; all the earth shall be
devoured with the fire of My jealousy” (3:8). Judah and Jerusalem experienced that fiery outpouring of God’s indignation when Babylon
wreaked death and destruction in the land and carried away captives.
Through Malachi God again warned his people, the remnant of the
nation, of another day of burning to come. That coming day will be
a total and complete burning because God will leave “neither root
nor branch.” Jerusalem was destroyed again in a.d. 70 by the Romans, just as the messenger of the covenant had said would happen
(cf. Luke 24:2, 15–22), but “a final day of complete destruction of the
wicked from the face of the Lord will be at Christ’s coming” (Hailey
424). Our Lord’s coming will be a great and dreadful day when he “in
flaming fire” takes vengeance upon the unbelieving, the disobedient
and the wicked (2 Thess. 1:8).
While the wicked are promised defeat, the righteous are assured
victory. This is the opposite of what the Israelites were saying when
they called “the proud blessed” (Mal. 3:15). “The sun of righteousness shall arise with healing in his wings” for those who fear God’s
name (4:2). Malachi is probably not prophesying of the person Christ
as “sun of righteousness,” but rather, “the thought is that righteousness itself is the sun that will arise with healing in its rays” (Hailey
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242) The coming of divine righteousness on the great and dreadful
day of the Lord brings justice, and God’s “jewels” will bask in the
blessings of that righteousness. When Jesus comes “in that Day,” he
will be glorified in his saints (2 Thess. 1:10), and the righteous will go
away “into eternal life” (Matt. 25:46).
With judgment in view God’s closing admonition to his chosen people is to remember and keep God’s law (Mal. 4:4). Israelites
had wandered away, but for the moment opportunity to return still
remained. A dreadful day of judgment was coming when wickedness would be burnt like stubble. However, before that day comes,
there is a day of opportunity to be refined and purified. John’s mission—the fulfillment of the spirit of Elijah (Mal. 4:5–6; cf. Matt.
17:11–13)—was to be a forerunner of the Messiah in order to spark
a restoration in the nation. Repentance was an urgent need among
the children of God. Restoring right relations between fathers and
their children probably had more to do with restoring “the ancestral
religion of their fathers” (Hailey 425). People’s hearts needed to be
prepared to accept the message of the Messiah, whom they longed
to see. Malachi ends by foretelling of a prophet who will one day
preach repentance and restoration.
Every Generation Needs Restoration
The messenger of the new covenant has come to the spiritual temple
of God. He came to cleanse sinners’ hearts and lives, like you and me,
in order that we may be numbered among God’s jewels. Where Jews
failed to honor and reverence their Father and Master, God’s name
is great among the Gentiles because he accepts “in every nation whoever fears Him and works righteousness” (Acts 10:35). The Lord still
does not overlook, or condone irreverence and impurities among
his children. Therefore, Jesus Christ is even now refining, purifying
his spiritual nation, priesthood and treasure that he may present “to
Himself a glorious church…holy and without blemish” (Eph. 5:27).
Every generation needs to hear God’s call to repentance because
only through a return to God can men save themselves from his
wrath to come. Wickedness with its lust of the flesh, lust of the eyes,
and the pride of life has never been, nor will ever be, overlooked.
Thus, God “now commands all men everywhere to repent, because
He has appointed a day on which He will judge the world in righteousness” (Acts 17:30–31). His wrath is coming—“coming upon the
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sons of disobedience,” who walk and live in fornication, uncleanness, passion, evil desire, and covetousness (Col. 3:5–6). All those
who practice the works of the flesh “will not inherit the kingdom of
God” (Gal. 5:21). They will “have their part in the lake which burns
with fire and brimstone” (Rev. 21:8). The dreadful day of the Lord is
coming. That day will be an all-consuming judgment when the Lord
Jesus returns with his angels to execute his fiery indignation against
all unrighteousness and ungodliness. Therefore, repentance is a pertinent and much needed message for all times.
The Son of Man explained in the parable of the tares that his
angels “will gather out of His kingdom all things that offend, and
those who practice lawlessness, and will cast them into the furnace
of fire” (Matt. 13:41–42). The Lord’s first coming was for justification, reconciliation, and sanctification. God the Father through his
Son delivers and redeems “from the power of darkness” and transfers “into the kingdom of the Son” (Col. 1:13). Those who have been
called out of darkness into light are “now the people of God” (1 Pet.
2:10). Consequently,
Peter further explains that judgment begins “at the house of God”
(4:17). The wonderful blessing and privilege to become God’s purified people in Christ comes with the grave responsibility to live “soberly, righteously and godly” (Tit. 2:12). Jesus gave his life for us to
redeem us from lawlessness, and to purify “for Himself His own special people zealous for good works” (v. 14). Like the people of Malachi’s day, all children who do not walk in the fear of their heavenly
Father will be consumed by divine indignation because they neglect
to keep God’s law.
Apostasy is a spiritual threat to God’s people in every generation.
Since the establishment of the church in the first century, Christians
have had to wrestle against principalities and powers of darkness and
wickedness. Churches in Galatia were being infiltrated by “a different gospel” (Gal. 1:6). The church in Ephesus had left her “first love”
(Rev. 2:4). Laodicean brethren did not even know they had become
spiritually lukewarm (Rev. 3:16). Therefore, disciples of Christ must
constantly examine themselves and test themselves by the light of
the doctrine of Christ (cf. 2 Cor. 13:5). Honest hearts will measure
themselves by God’s rule of righteousness to determine if they are
still standing “in the faith.” And when needed, they will humbly accept their Lord’s rebuke, “Remember therefore from where you have
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fallen; repent and do the first works, or else I will come to you quickly
and remove your lampstand from its place—unless you repent” (Rev.
2:5). God desires restoration.
Members of the Lord’s body today are facing many of the same
spiritual problems which God’s people in ages past struggled to
overcome. We all know brethren who have grown tired of “sound
doctrine” (2 Tim. 4:3), and they have turned to follow corrupt gospels. But there is only one untainted good news that saves. Unless
we abide in the word of truth, we are severed from the fellowship
of the Father and the Son (2 John 9). This loss of reverence for the
authority of the Holy Scriptures has led to a disregard for the holiness of worship. An attitude of casualness has infected Christians’
dress for the assemblies of saints, demeanor during worship, and
even the order of the service. God seeks true worshippers (John
4:23), and his worshippers are a “holy priesthood” offering spiritual
sacrifices (1 Pet. 2:5). Vain worshippers are rejected. Consequently,
when hearts are deceived and hardened, the sacredness of marriage between one man and one woman is carelessly discarded (cf.
Matt. 19:6). Christians scattered across North America have acted
treacherously toward their spouses. “According to their own desires”
many have sought out teachers to justify their actions (2 Tim. 4:3).
In turn they unlawfully marry another (cf. Matt. 19:9). Example after example can be listed to illustrate the great need for restoration
among God’s people today.
God’s message to his children has not changed much. “Return to
Me …” (Mal. 3:7). “Remember the Law …” (4:4). But will our hearts
reflect the same blindness of the remnant of Israel? “In what way
have we despised Your name?” (Mal. 1:6). “In what way shall we return?” (3:7) “In what way have we robbed You?” (3:8). The good, holy,
and righteous ones will listen and reverence God with what is his
due. They will keep his way and his ordinance.
The day is coming when the proud and the wicked will be burnt
up. The Lord is coming back. When he does, he will finally separate
the holy from the unholy, the godly from the ungodly for eternity
because no defilement, abomination, or lie will enter heaven (cf. Rev.
21:27). Dross will be removed; sinners will be condemned. On that
great day God’s plan will be complete. “Behold, the tabernacle of God
is with men, and He will dwell with them, and they shall be His people” (Rev. 21:3). Turn to God now—for today is the day of salvation!
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“House of Prayer for All Nations”
Restoration for All People
Bob Waldron
“My house shall be called a house of prayer for all peoples” (Isa. 56:7).

Since I am using Isaiah 56–57 as the wellspring of our lesson, and
because of time limitations, I would like to focus on the parts of
these chapters that emphasize the idea of the universal scope of the
gospel. They are 56:1–8 and 57:14–21. The rest of the information in
Isaiah 56:9–57:13 is a rebuke of the wickedness of Isaiah’s own day.
Knowing this, we can focus on the passages dealing with the future
without violating the context of these chapters as a whole.
Survey of Isaiah 56–57
Since few of us have probably studied Isaiah 56–57 just lately, I want
to give a summary of these chapters emphasizing the sections we
have referred to above. From Isaiah 49–57 there is a tremendous
emphasis on redemption and salvation. Calls to the righteous and to
those that fear God abound; lavish promises of blessings are given.
In Isaiah 56:1–8, the Lord appeals to the ones whom he has invited
to come to the waters (55:1)to seek the Lord (55:6), to “keep justice,
and to do righteousness” (56:1). God pronounces the man blessed
who does this, the one who does not profane the Sabbath and keeps
his hand from doing any evil (56:2). In 56:3–8 there is a chiasm going from the foreigner (v. 3a) to the eunuch (v. 3b), then to the eunuch (vv. 4–5), and closing with the foreigner (vv. 6–8). In verse 3
God tells the foreigner who has joined himself to the Lord not to
say, “The Lord will surely separate me from his people.” The point
is that the foreigner will be given a place among the people of God;
he will not be separated from God’s children. God tells the eunuch
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not to say, “I am a dry tree” (56:3b). The Lord says: “The eunuchs that
keep my sabbaths, and choose the things that please me, and hold
fast my covenant: unto them will I give in my house and within my
walls a memorial and a name better than of sons and daughters; I
will give them an everlasting name that shall not be cut off” (56:4–5).
Coming again to the foreigners, God says, “The foreigners that join
themselves to Jehovah, to minister unto him, and to love the name of
Jehovah, to be his servants, everyone that keepeth the sabbath from
profaning it, and holdeth fast my covenant; even them will I bring
to my holy mountain, and make them joyful in my house of prayer:
their burnt offerings and their sacrifices shall be accepted upon my
altar; for my house shall be called a house of prayer for all peoples”
(56:6–7). Finally Isaiah writes, “The Lord Jehovah who gathereth the
ourcasts of Israel, saith, ‘Yet will I gather others to him, besides his
own that are gathered’” (56:8).
In 57:14–21, God gives the order to prepare the way of his people
so they may gather to him (57:14). The Lord who is high and holy will
dwell with him who has a contrite and humble spirit (57:15). The Lord
will not contend with his people forever, for the souls that God has
created would faint before him (57:16). It was for man’s iniquity that
God smote him (57:17), but he will heal him and lead him and restore
comfort to those that mourn (57:18). God will create the fruit of the
lips saying peace, peace to him that is far off, and peace to the one who
is nigh (57:19). In other words God will provoke praise from those to
whom he proclaims peace, to those who are far off as well as to the
one who is near. Isaiah closes with the statement that “the wicked are
like the troubled sea; for it cannot rest, and its waters cast up mire and
dirt. There is no peace, saith my God, to the wicked” (57:20–21).
The Foreigner and the Eunuch Under the Law
In Deuteronomy 23 the law of Moses said that the eunuch and the
foreigner could not be a part of the assembly of the Lord. Of the
eunuch Moses wrote: “He that is wounded in the stones, or hath his
privy member cut off, shall not enter into the assembly of Jehovah”
(v. 1). Concerning the foreigner he said, “An Ammonite or a Moabite
shall not enter into the assembly of Jehovah; even to the tenth generation shall none belonging to them enter into the assembly of the
Jehovah for ever” (v. 3).
Several passages in Nehemiah are instructive concerning the
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foreigner. “And the rest of the people, the priests, the Levites, the
porters, the singers, the Nethinim, and all they that had separated
themselves from the people of the lands unto the law of God” entered into a curse that they would not give their daughters unto the
people of the land, nor take the daughters of the people of the land
for their sons (Neh. 10:28–31). “On that day they read in the book of
Moses in the audience of the people; and there was found written,
that an Ammonite and a Moabite should not enter into the assembly
of God for ever” (Neh. 13:1). Nehemiah rebuked the people for their
intermarriages with foreigners (13:23–27) and closes the book with
the statement, “Thus I cleansed them from all foreigners” (13:30).
Clearly, under the law neither the foreigner nor the eunuch could be
a part of the assembly of God.
Three Positions
The first question in the exposition of Isaiah 56:1–8 and 57:14–21
concerns the fulfillment of the promises made. Was the fulfillment
of these prophecies regarding the foreigner and the eunuch limited
to the physical return of God’s people? Did their fulfillment begin
with the physical return from exile and culminate in the messianic
age? Or were they exclusive to the messianic age? Do I need to say,
“commentators are divided”?
No commentator associated with Christianity takes the first
position, nor is such a position sustainable. By the day of Jesus the
temple had certainly not become a house of prayer for all the nations
(Mark 11:15–18). The fulfillment of these verses simply cannot be
found in Judaism. The second position is held by commentators such
as Hailey, Rawlinson, and Keil/Delitzsch. The third position is held
by scholars such as Young. John Calvin said he was willing to extend
the idea of the foreigner both to the Jew who was alienated from God
and to the heathen nations, but he later argues that the “foreigner
does not refer to proselytes” (4:178-83).
These Conditions Would Prevail in the Messianic Age
Before I get into the application of these verses I want to deal with
the question, which of these positions is correct? Though I do not
reject out of hand the idea that the fulfillment of the prophecy began with the physical return and culminated in the messianic age,
I am inclined to believe that the third position is the correct one,
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that these conditions would prevail in the messianic age. Following
are my reasons.
At the dedication of the temple, Solomon prayed, “Moreover, concerning the foreigner, that is not of thy people Israel, when he shall
come out of a far country for thy name’s sake (for they shall hear of
thy great name, and of thy mighty hand, and of thine outstretched
arm); when he shall and come and pray toward this house; hear thou
in heaven thy dwelling place, and do according to all that the foreigner calleth to thee for” (1 Kings 8:41–43). Solomon’s prayer did not
contemplate the foreigner’s acceptance into spiritual brotherhood.
His prayer was offered over two hundred years before Isaiah, so the
situation Isaiah described was something else, something different.
Ezekiel prophesied over a hundred years after Isaiah: “Thus saith
the Lord Jehovah: O ye house of Israel, let it suffice you of all your
abominations, in that ye have brought in foreigners, uncircumcised
in heart and uncircumcised in flesh, to be in my sanctuary, to profane
it, even my house, when ye offer my bread, the fat and the blood, and
they have broken my covenant, to add unto all your abominations”
(44:6–7). Two verses later he states, “Thus saith the Lord Jehovah, ‘No
foreigner, uncircumcised in heart and uncircumcised in flesh, shall
enter into my sanctuary, of any foreigners that are among the children of Israel’” (44:9). Other prophets state the same idea: “And in
that day there shall be no more a Canaanite in the house of Jehovah
of hosts” (Zech. 14:21). Joel wrote: “Then shall Jerusalem be holy, and
there shall no strangers pass through her any more” (3:17). I find no
fulfillment of the promises of Isaiah 56–57 in the post-exilic age.
When the Jews returned to Jerusalem, they were not overwhelmingly successful, as we see from the books of Ezra, Nehemiah, Haggai, Zechariah, and Malachi. Ezra and Nehemiah both dealt with the
problem of intermarriage with pagan populations (Neh. 13:23–31;
Ezra 9–10). Nehemiah said, “Thus I cleansed them of all foreigners”
(Neh. 13:30). Also remember that in Paul’s day he was almost killed
by irate Jews because the rumor was spread that he had brought
Greeks into the temple (Acts 21:28–29).
No Proselytes in Christianity
To determine whether the reference to the acceptance of the foreigner and the eunuch into full fellowship with God applies after
the exile or in the New Testament, we must remember that even
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after Pentecost, a Gentile convert to Judaism was still a proselyte. A
Gentile could not convert to Judaism fully without circumcision, but
circumcision belonged to the Mosaic covenant, not to the new covenant. Under the new covenant and in the body of Christ, there are
no proselytes. The middle wall of partition between Jew and Gentile
was not to be destroyed by proselyting. It was in Christ that barrier
was removed, and he came and preached peace to them that were
far off and to them that were nigh (Eph. 2:13–18, where Paul was alluding to Isa. 57:19). To Ephesian Gentiles converted to Christ Paul
wrote, “So you are no more strangers and sojourners but fellow citizens with the saints and with the household of God” (Eph. 2:19).
Question of the Sabbath
One of the problems in applying Isaiah 56:1–8 to the messianic age is
the reference to the Sabbath. Isaiah says that the man who is blessed
is the man who will keep the Sabbath (56:2). The eunuchs who keep
the Sabbath of the Lord will be given a memorial and a name in the
house of the Lord better than sons and daughters (56:4–5). The foreigner who keeps the Lord’s Sabbath and holds fast the Lord’s covenant God will bring to his holy mountain to worship in his house
of prayer for all the nations (56:6–8). If this is the literal Sabbath
commanded under the Mosaic covenant then the fulfillment of this
promise would have to take place under the Mosaic law. If the reference is to the literal Sabbath of Moses’ law, how would that requirement be carried out by the Gentile converts after Pentecost?
The Sabbath commandment did not survive the passing of the Mosaic law. Paul wrote the Gentile Christians at Colossae, “Let no man
therefore judge you in meat, or in drink, or in respect of a feast day or
a new moon, or a sabbath” (Col. 2:16). He said these things (including the Sabbath) “are a shadow of the things to come” (Col. 2:17).
Ezekiel’s Vision
Ezekiel foretold a temple and a realm in the land of Israel (40:1–
42:20). Neither Zerubbabel, nor Jeshua, nor Haggai, nor Zechariah
took that vision to mean that the Jews should build a temple like the
one described by Ezekiel. The later Herodian temple was not like it,
but Jesus did not condemn the Herodian temple because it did not
fit Ezekiel’s description. The realm set forth by Ezekiel was described
in detail with sacrifices being offered regularly (43:13–46:24). The
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description of the temple included a rivulet flowing from the threshhold on the east side and becoming a great river flowing into the
Dead Sea, bringing it to life so that fishermen would spread their
nets from En-gedi to En-eglaim (47:1–48:35). This entire elaborate
vision symbolized the messianic realm, not a physical temple and
land located in physical Israel. The sacrifices and service offered to
the Lord in Ezekiel’s vision represented service to the Lord under the
messianic covenant.
Sabbath a Symbol of Obedience
Calvin said the Sabbath was a synecdoche to include the whole worship of God (178, 183). Jeremiah uses the Sabbath as a symbol to
plead for obedience to God’s commandments (17:19–27). Through
Ezekiel God says, “I gave them my sabbaths to be a sign between me
and them” (20:11–17; 31:12–17; cf. Deut. 5:15). Since the Sabbath
was a sign between God and Israel, it was particularly connected
with Israel’s willingness to obey God. One of the last comments of
the chronicler was that the people of Judah and Jerusalem were carried away to Babylon “to fulfill the word of Jehovah by the mouth
of Jeremiah, until the land had enjoyed its sabbaths: for as long as
it lay desolate it kept sabbath, to fulfill threescore and ten years” (2
Chron. 36:20–21; Lev. 26:34).
Though I am sure that God encouraged his people to keep the
Sabbath faithfully upon their return (Neh. 13:19–22), the fact remains that no Gentile could become a part of God’s people before
Pentecost without accepting circumcision and becoming a proselyte,
and this was not the glorious prospect to which Isaiah referred. Men
could do that before Jesus came to the earth. Nor did foreigners
(Gentiles) keep the Sabbath after Pentecost. When Paul said that Jesus came and preached peace to them that were far off and peace
to them that were nigh, the statement in Isaiah 57:19 was known to
him, and he used the prophet’s words to describe the work of Jesus.
Salvation for All the Nations
One of the great themes of Isaiah is that the plan of God for the redemption of his people went far beyond merely bringing them back
from physical captivity. Compared with deliverance from spiritual
bondage, freedom from physical slavery is trivial. Though in our humanistic age deliverance from physical oppression, hunger, and pov-
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erty is the golden ideal, these problems are still insignificant compared to sin. In the messianic order, God planned to deal with sin
and to make men righteous.
The idea that the blessing of salvation and righteousness would
include the nations is emphasized throughout Isaiah: “And it shall
come to pass in the latter days, that the mountain of the Lord’s house
shall be established on the top of the mountains, and shall be exalted
above the hills; and all nations shall flow unto it” (2:1–4; cf. Mic.
4:1–4). After using the figure of natural enemies such as the wolf and
the lamb, the leopard and the kid, the calf and the young lion, the
cow and the bear, making peace, Isaiah says, “They shall not hurt nor
destroy in all my holy mount” (11:6–9). Later in the same passage he
writes, “…the root of Jesse, that standeth for an ensign of the peoples,
unto him shall the nations seek; and his resting place shall be glorious” (11:10, 12; cf. 42:6–7; 43:5–7; 49:1–26, esp. v.6; 52:10; 54:1–3;
55:1–5; 60:1–14; 65:1; 66:18–21).
Other passages throughout the Old Testament emphasize the
universal scope of salvation (Gen. 9:25–27; 12:3 cf. Gal. 3:8; Gen.
17:5 cf. Rom. 4:17; Ps. 2:7–9; Ezek. 34:11–16; Hos. 1:10–2:1 cf. Rom.
9:26; Amos 9:11–15 cf. Acts 15:13–18. ; Zech. 8:1–8, 20–23). Other
passages depicting the universal rule of the messiah could be added,
though they do not specifically refer to the salvation of the Gentiles
(Dan. 2:44; 7:13–14, 27).
The idea is not that the nations will be accepted as they are but as
God will purify and cleanse them. They will be transformed, made
holy, given a new heart, and be one in Christ with the Jew. As Isaiah says, “the foreigners that join themselves to Jehovah, to minister
unto him, and to love the name of Jehovah, to be his servants, everyone that keepeth the sabbath from profaning it, and hold fast my
covenant” will be the ones Jehovah will bring to his holy mountain
(56:6–8). Those whose physical defects would bar them from fellowship with the assembly of Old Testament Israel could participate
fully in the new spiritual order.
Make Disciples of All the Nations
One of the interesting things to observe is how slow even the apostles were—and certainly the body of Jewish Christians—to get the
point that the Gentiles were to share in salvation. Simeon who
took the infant Jesus into his arms said, “Mine eyes have seen thy
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salvation, which thou hast prepared before the face of all peoples;
a light for revelation to the Gentiles, and the glory of thy people
Israel” (Luke 2:30–32, quoting Isa. 42:6 or 49:6). Jesus taught that
“many shall come from the east and the west, and shall sit down with
Abraham, and Isaac, and Jacob, in the kingdom of heaven” (Matt.
8:11). He also taught, “Therefore say I unto you, The kingdom of
God shall be taken away from you, and shall be given to a nation
bringing forth the fruits thereof” (Matt. 21:43). He also said, “And
other sheep I have, which are not of this fold: them also I must bring,
and they shall hear my voice; and they shall become one flock, one
shepherd” (John 10:16). When he gave the great commission, he
told the apostles to “make disciples of all the nations” (Matt. 28:19),
to “preach the gospel to the whole creation” (Mark 16:15), “and that
repentance and remission of sins should be preached in his name
unto all the nations” (Luke 24:47).
On the day of Pentecost, Peter told the Jewish multitude, “For
to you is the promise, and to your children, and to all that are afar
off, even as many as the Lord our God shall call unto Him” (Acts
2:39). When persecution began in Jerusalem, “they therefore that
were scattered abroad upon the tribulation that arose about Stephen
traveled as far as Phoenicia, and Cyprus, and Antioch, speaking the
word to none save only to Jews” (Acts 11:19).
God knew that extraordinary steps were needed to break down
the reluctance to extend the gospel to the Gentiles. His angel therefore appeared to Cornelius and told him to fetch Simon Peter (Acts
10:5) who would come and tell him words whereby he would be
saved (Acts 11:14). While the messengers of Cornelius were drawing
near the house of Simon the tanner, Peter saw a vision on the housetop. A vessel like a sheet filled with all manner of four-footed beasts
and creeping things was lowered (Acts 10:11–16), and a voice said:
“Rise, Peter; kill and eat” (vv. 13–16). Peter replied, “Not so, Lord; for
I have never eaten anything that is common and unclean” (v. 14). The
voice replied, “What the Lord hath cleansed, make not thou common” (v. 15). This sequence happened three times (v. 16). While Peter
was pondering the meaning of the vision, the messengers of Cornelius knocked at the gate (vv. 17–18). The Spirit instructed Peter to
go with the men, nothing doubting, for they had been sent by God
(vv. 19–20). When Peter went down to greet the men, they told him
of Cornelius’s vision. Peter went with them accompanied by some
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brethren from Joppa. When Peter met Cornelius, he said, “Ye yourselves know how it is an unlawful thing for a man that is a Jew to join
himself or come unto one of another nation; and yet unto me hath
God showed that I should not call any man common or unclean” (v.
28). Later when Peter defended his actions to the apostles and brethren that dwelt in Judea (Acts 11:1–18), their conclusion was, “Then
to the Gentiles also hath God granted repentance unto life” (v. 18).
Upon the stoning of Stephen, the saints were scattered abroad
(Acts 8:1). “They therefore that were scattered abroad went about
preaching the word” (Acts 8:4). At some point after the conversion
of Cornelius, “there were some of them, men of Cyprus and Cyrene,
who, when they were come to Antioch, spake unto the Greeks also,
preaching the Lord Jesus” (Acts 11:20). We know that this was after
the conversion of Cornelius because Peter stated in the Jerusalem
conference, “Brethren, ye know that a good while ago God made
choice among you that by my mouth the Gentiles should hear the
gospel, and believe” (Acts 15:7). In that speech Peter stated the essence of Isaiah 56:1–8 and 57:14–21. He said, “He made no distinction between us and them, cleansing their hearts by faith” (Acts 15:9).
The Jerusalem Conference
When Gentiles became Christians there arose a great dispute on
the part of some Jewish Christians whether the Gentiles needed
to be circumcised in order to be Christians (Acts 15:1–2, 5). The
apostles and elders met at Jerusalem to consider this matter. The
result of this meeting was: “It seemed good to Holy Spirit, and to
us, to lay upon you no greater burden than these necessary things:
that ye abstain from things sacrificed to idols, and from blood, and
from things strangled, and from fornication” (vv. 28–29). In the letter to the Galatians Paul announced: “For in Christ Jesus neither
circumcision availeth anything nor uncircumcision but faith working through love” (Gal. 5:6).
Ephesians 2:11–22
In a beautiful and profound passage Paul said, “Wherefore remember, that once ye, the Gentiles in the flesh, who are called Uncircumcision by that which is called Circumcision, in the flesh, made
by hands; that ye were at that time separate from Christ, alienated
from the commonwealth of Israel, and strangers from the covenants
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of the promise, having no hope and without God in the world. But
now in Christ Jesus ye that once were far off are made nigh in the
blood of Christ. For he is our peace who made both one, and brake
down the middle wall of partition, having abolished in his flesh the
law of commandments contained in ordinances; that he might create in himself of the two one new man so making peace; and might
reconcile them both in one body unto God through the cross, having
slain the enmity thereby: and he came and preached peace to you
that were far off, and peace to them that were nigh: for through him
we both have our access in one Spirit unto the Father. So then ye are
no more strangers and sojourners, but ye are fellow citizens with the
saints, and of the household of God, being built upon the foundation
of the apostles and prophets, Christ Jesus himself being the chief
cornerstone; in whom each several building, fitly framed together,
groweth into a holy temple in the Lord; in whom ye also are builded
together for a habitation of God in the Spirit” (Eph. 2:11–22).
Romans 9–11
Paul uses the figure of olive trees, cultivated and wild, to talk about
participation in the divine blessings (Rom. 11:16–24). He deals with
the idea that Gentiles might say that the Jews were broken off that
the Gentiles could be grafted in (v. 19). No, the Jews were broken
off because of unbelief (v. 20). The olive tree can have both natural
branches and branches that have been grafted in. In other words the
body of Christ is composed of both Jews and Gentiles (Rom. 10:12;
Gal. 3:28; Col. 3:11). This full and complete integration of Jews and
Greeks is what Isaiah and other prophets meant when they foretold
the foreigner and the eunuch’s participation in the kingdom of God
without restraint or limitation, and this integration of Jew and Gentile did not occur until it was in Christ.
In connection with the theme of this lecture I want to look at Romans 10. The general context of chapters 9–11 deals with the idea of
Jewish acceptance of Gentile people into fellowship. The ideas dealt
with in Romans 9 have to do with God’s right to save whom he will.
One of the things Paul does in these chapters is to show that God
had already given indication in the Jewish scriptures themselves that
salvation would be for the Gentiles also. Paul quotes two scriptures
showing the universality of the gospel. The first is Isaiah 28:16: “Behold, I lay in Zion for a foundation a stone, a tried stone, a precious

“House of Prayer for All Nations”

✦ 189

corner-stone of sure foundation: he that believeth shall not be in
haste.” Paul’s quotation is, “Whosoever believeth on him shall not
be put to shame” (Rom. 10:11). “Shall not be in haste” is equivalent
to “shall not be put to shame” because he will be secure and will
not suffer the ignominy of being forced out of his place. The point
emphasized is “whosoever,” which includes Jews and Greeks, as Paul
explains with his very next statement: “For there is no distinction
between Jew and Greek” (Rom. 10:12).
The next “whosoever” is from the well-noted Joel 2:32: “And it
shall come to pass, that whosoever shall call on the name of the
Lord shall be delivered.” This same verse is quoted in Acts 2:21 in
Peter’s sermon on the first Pentecost. Once again Paul says, “Whosoever shall call upon the name of the Lord shall be saved” (Rom.
10:13). Whosoever includes both Jew and Greek. Having established
these simple but powerful truths Paul develops his main argument
to show that the Lord had plainly indicated that his salvation would
be for Jew and Gentile.
Note the sequence of questions: (1) “How then shall they call on
him in whom they have not believed?” (2) “How shall they believe in
him whom they have not heard?” (3) “How shall they hear without
a preacher?” (4) “How shall they preach, except they be sent?” (Rom.
10:14–15a). “How beautiful are the feet of them that bring glad tidings
of good things!” (Rom. 10:15b) is quoted from Isaiah 52:7. The implication is that the feet have been sent to proclaim a message. Following
the chain backward, we have the ideas that God sent the messenger,
the preacher, so that all men—whosoever—could hear the message,
believe it, and call on him who is the Savior. The whole process of the
preaching of the gospel—from sending to salvation—was of God.
The Ethiopian Eunuch and Cornelius
The conversion of the Ethiopian eunuch and the conversion of Cornelius are fascinating illustrations of the thing predicted in Isaiah
56:1–8. Though the Eunuch could not have worshiped with the
assembly at Jerusalem, God instructed Philip the evangelist to go
preach Jesus to him (Acts 8:26–40). Once the Ethiopian eunuch had
obeyed the gospel he was as much a part of the spiritual temple
of God, the church, as any other Christian. He became a part of
that temple the same way the Jews on Pentecost did, through Christ.
The restrictions of the law had fallen away as Isaiah foretold, just as
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the restrictions involving cleanness of meats (Mark 7:19). The way
had been cleared; the stumbling block had been taken away before
God’s people (Isa. 57:14).
Cornelius was a Gentile and not a proselyte. No vision would have
been necessary to clear the way for him to become a proselyte. He
was a Gentile, received by God on the same basis as a Jew, through
his faith in Jesus. God “made no distinction between them and us,
cleansing their hearts by faith” (Acts 15:9).
Conclusions
Just as the Jews needed to understand that the kingdom of the messiah was universal, we must clearly and forcefully believe that the
gospel is for all men, and we must implement the divine imperative
that the gospel be preached to all the world. Not only must the gospel be preached in our country, in our states, and in our cities, but
it must also be preached in all the world. Prejudice is not dead—far
from it. We must not let our prejudices impact our efforts to preach
the gospel, but we must also learn not to let the prejudices of Hispanics for one another, or the prejudices of the caste system in India
or the prejudices of Asiatics for one another impede our efforts to
preach the gospel. “They shall not hurt nor destroy in all my holy
mountain” (Isa. 11:9).
More and more the world is becoming a melting pot, where nationalities and cultures are mingled, very often with explosive results. We must remember that preaching the gospel is not simply
a matter baptizing someone but of changing, of transforming lives.
We must understand clearly what is cultural and what is scriptural
as we carry the gospel to different peoples.
Though the support of preachers to carry the gospel to other
parts of the world is vital, the thing that caused the gospel to spread
as it did in the first century was not simply the preachers. When the
disciples were scattered abroad at the death of Stephen, they “went
about preaching the word” (Acts 8:4). Jesus said, “The kingdom of
heaven is like unto leaven, which a woman took, and hid in three
measures of meal, till it was all leavened” (Matt. 13:33). From life to
life the influence of the gospel spread like one candle lighting another and then those candles others.
The house of prayer for all the nations is the spiritual temple, the
holy temple built of “each several piece fitly framed and knit togeth-
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er” (Eph. 2:19–20). The saints sit in the heavenly places with Christ
Jesus (Eph. 2:6). Through Isaiah God said, “For thus saith the high
and lofty One that inhabiteth eternity, whose name is Holy: I dwell
in the high and holy place, with him also that is of a contrite and
humble spirit, to revive the spirit of the humble, and to revive the
heart of the contrite” (Isa. 57:15). Through the offering of the gospel
to Gentiles, God says, “I create the fruit of the lips: Peace, peace, to
him that is far off and to him that is near” (57:19). Let this house of
prayer, the true temple of the Lord, the church, be characterized by
the redemption from sin (salvation), by deliverance from the practice of sin (holiness), and by the impulse to proclaim that “salvation
has been brought down.”
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“The Lord Has Anointed Me”

Restoration as Defined by the Messiah
David Thomley
Naaman the Syrian arrived at the house of Elisha the prophet with
his horses and chariots, no doubt full of excitement and great anticipation of the healing of his leprosy. Only a few moments later, however, he left Elisha’s house in a rage. Why? Naaman was at the right
house, Elisha was the true prophet, and the solution to Naaman’s
leprosy problem was promptly issued. So why was Naaman so angry? Recording only a few simple words from the mouth of Naaman,
the Holy Spirit gives us tremendous insight into Naaman’s thinking: “Behold, I thought…” (2 Kings 5:11; cf. Acts 26:9). Here is the
problem! Naaman arrived at the house of Elisha with a passionate
desire for healing, but there is something more. Naaman also arrived with tremendous expectations of how he expected this prophet
to restore his health. “Behold, I thought, He will surely come out to
me, and stand, and call upon the name of Jehovah his God, and wave
his hand over the place, and recover the leper” (2 Kings 5:11). Naaman was furious because “This was nothing like what I expected!”
Throughout history, men struggled with God for the same reason.
This present world is a spiritual leper colony that desperately
cries out for healing and change. We groan aloud as we listen to
cable network news delivered to our homes twenty-four hours a day:
crime, dishonesty, immorality, corruption, political scandal, economic disaster, oil spills, hurricanes, floods, tornadoes, disease, terrorism, wars, and death. We seek comfort and solace in the house
of the Lord. There we find people whose lives have been ravaged by
the world, people who often bear the scars of the world, people who
sometimes continue to carry some of the baggage of the world and
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continue to struggle with the behaviors of the world from which they
came. Attitudes are sometimes poor, worship assemblies are sometimes lifeless, and strange and uncomfortable sounds are sometimes
heard from the mouths of those who teach and preach. Surely there
is something better. We long for something better. We tell ourselves
that we have reached the limits of brokenness. We foolishly declare
that things cannot get any worse than this. We pity ourselves, coddle
ourselves, and nurse our wounds as we foolishly assert that no one
else has ever struggled in such dire straits. We pray for change in the
world and in the church; we beg for healing; we yearn for a return to
the way things are supposed to be, and in our own hearts and minds,
we think we know exactly what God needs to do to fix this mess. In
our pain, frustration, and discouragement, we erroneously convince
ourselves that we are most unique. But we are not.
A Broken Political System That Begs For Restoration
Understanding the principle spoken by the Preacher in the first chapter of Ecclesiastes (i.e., that there is nothing new under the sun), we
are not at all surprised to find that the first-century world was not
remarkably different from our own. The Jews who encountered Jesus
during his earthly ministry were agonizing under a worldwide political system established by Roman rule and a Hebrew religious system
established by God but corrupted with centuries of innovation, tradition, and cultural accommodation. These descendants of Abraham
longed for the ideals of restoration of which the Hebrew prophets
had written, scriptures that were eloquently quoted by the rabbis in
the synagogues but nonetheless seriously misunderstood by both the
teachers and the students of the law. Especially for their children, they
dreamed of a future in which God would restore to them a glory that
exceeded the magnanimous days of their nation during the reigns of
King David and King Solomon. Furthermore, one might reasonably
suggest that these Jews also dreamed of a future in which their roles
would be reversed, a time when their hated Roman oppressors would
become their humbled subjects, a time when a Jew would compel a
Roman to serve him and bear his load for one mile. After all, these pious followers of the law subscribed to the eye-for-eye, tooth-for-tooth
justice system. If turn-about is fair play, then doing to the Romans
what the Romans had done to them would be justice well served (at
least, in their eyes). Who among men would argue with that?
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In today’s world, one betrays naiveté by suggesting that the corruption and immorality characterizing our present political system
could not get any worse. Yes, it can. In the first century world, the
political situation was much worse. The third chapter of Luke’s gospel introduces us to some key political figures during the ministry
of the Lord. Even a cursory examination of the lives of these ancient
political icons is enough to give pause to anyone who thinks that,
early in the twenty-first century, we have touched the limits of human degradation and ungodliness.
Tiberius Caesar
Tiberius Caesar, the second emperor of Rome after Augustus, regarded himself as the ruler of the world. He was actually the stepson of Augustus, having been born to Augustus’ wife, Livia, by her
first husband. Tiberius was ruling during the days of the ministry of
Christ, but his rule was foul and perverted. During his early years,
after a successful military campaign for his father, Tiberius returned
to Rome and married Vipsannia Agrippina, daughter of Augustus’
great general, Marcus Vipsanius Agrippa. Furthermore, Augustus
forced his daughter, Julia, to marry this general who was twenty-five
years her senior. Now, the daughter of Augustus, Julia, and also the
stepson of Augustus, Tiberius, were closely tied to Agrippa, a strong
military giant in the Roman army. But when Agrippa died, leaving
Julia a widow, Augustus forced Tiberius to divorce Vipsannia (whom
he deeply loved) to marry his own stepsister, Julia. The scandal was
widely known. The marriage was a disaster. The family perversity
was systemic. Thus was the situation when Tiberius became emperor.
About the time that Jesus was beginning his ministry, Tiberius
had been emperor for several years and was already weary of the
daily duties of his office. At this point, he was much more focused on
satiating his fleshly appetites to the fullest measure that his wealth
and power would allow. Leaving his trusted general, Sejanus, to conduct the affairs of the empire from the palace in Rome, Tiberius quietly stole away from Rome to his luxurious playground on the isle of
Capri where he pampered and indulged himself with all the sensual
delights known to mortal man. It was commonly reported that he
was a masochistic pervert who delighted in young boys. Even today,
visitors to Capri are directed to a high cliff that is called by the name,
The Tiberius Leap. It is the spot from which Tiberius allegedly dis-
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carded his “used toys” and cast them into the sea when he finished
“playing” with them. Such was the character of the most powerful
man in the world when Jesus was beginning his ministry.
Herod Antipas
Corruption flows from the top down. The underlings of the Roman
emperor were hardly nobler than the one they served. Herod Antipas was one of several children born to Herod the Great. At the
death of Herod the Great, his last will and testament divided the
kingdom between three of his surviving sons (several others were
executed along the way): Antipas would rule Galilee and Perea as
tetrarch, Archelaus would rule Judea (including Samaria and Idumea), and Philip (half-brother) would rule the area east and northeast of the Sea of Galilee.
While Herod Antipas never received an official title higher than
tetrarch, his loyals stroked his ego and informally referred to him as
king (cf. Matt. 14:9; Mark 6:14–29). He was a great builder known for
great works such as the city of Tiberius on the west side of the Sea of
Galilee. Although he was married to the daughter of the Nabatean
King Aretus IV for more than twenty years, when Antipas visited
his half-brother (Philip) in Rome, he fell in love with his brother’s
wife, Herodias. And there is one other remarkable detail surrounding this sordid scene: Herodias just happened to be the daughter of
their brother, Aristobulus. Even for the Hellenists of the first century,
this was scandalous to the core! Not only was it not lawful for Antipas to divorce his own wife in order to marry his brother’s wife, it
was also unlawful for him to be married to his own niece. But there
is more. It seems there was an incestuous tendency in this family
already. Several years earlier, Archelaus had created a great scandal
when he married Glaphyra, the wife of their half-brother, Alexander.
With this political backdrop of flagrant immorality among public
figures, Jesus boldly affirmed that the man who divorces his wife to
marry another commits adultery.
The confusion of human law with divine law added to the escalation of perversity (cf. Mark 7:7–8). While the marriage law given by
Moses was clear and detailed, and the sin of divorce was condemned,
the Roman law declared the marriages of the Herods to be legal and
right. It is true that the family of the Herods were of mixed blood,
and it is noteworthy that in the most crucial decisions of life, these
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powerful rulers whose veins flowed with some measure of Jewish
blood both preferred and yielded to the law of men rather than the
law of God. Among God’s people today, we should humbly acknowledge that the appeal of some Christians to civil law in an attempt
to circumvent biblical command has impressive precedent. We pray
for men among us today who will manifest the faith and integrity of
John the Baptist. This social outcast candidly affirmed to Herod what
every Jew already understood, even if it was not politically correct to
say: It is not lawful for you to be married to her. (There is a time to say
it plainly! Yes, be kind and loving; but there are times when the kindest and most loving thing one can do is to tell someone the truth when
his life has become an offense to the God of heaven and he stands in
danger of losing his soul for eternity. There are times in which the only
righteous response to a situation is a candid declaration of truth, and
the temporal consequences which befell John in no wise indicate that
his judgment in candidly speaking truth to Herod was wrong in this
matter. Nor can it be said that Stephen used poor judgment in speaking truth to the Sanhedrin. Christ himself has taught us that death is
not the worst thing that can befall us in this life!)
Annas and Caiaphas:
A Broken Religious System That Begs for Restoration
If the political world by itself was not enough to cause the Jews to cry
out for help and healing, their own religious hierarchy appeared to
be modeled after the same caliber of character. In the third chapter
of Luke’s gospel, Annas and his son-in-law, Caiaphas, are mentioned
as the high priests, almost as if they were serving together in a dual
role. The high priesthood had become little more than a political appointment that was doled out to influential loyalists who served at
the pleasure of the Roman procurators.
The wealth of the house of Annas was tremendous, especially as
compared to the poverty of many of the Jews of that day. What is
worse is that these self-serving Jews who were Roman loyalists were
building their fortunes with the sale of approved sacrificial goods
(such as animals and oils) at multiple locations, including a spot
within the holy temple proper. It is therefore no wonder that Jesus
would rail against the moneychangers in the temple, refer to them
as a den of robbers, turn over their tables and drive them out with a
whip. The obvious void of spiritual integrity in the religious world of
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the first century was sickening, and it mirrored the immorality and
ungodliness of the Greco-Roman culture in which it was immersed.
The titles of the Roman political leaders were different from the titles of the Jewish religious leaders, but the rottenness of character
was conspicuously the same. Among the people at large, God still
had his remnant, honest and good hearts like Mary, Martha and
Lazarus who would soon follow Jesus—but they were not among the
religious professionals! In both the political and spiritual realms of
the first century, Jesus found a world that had seemingly gone bad
in every way, and it desperately needed the healing and restoration
foretold by the prophets of old.
John the Baptist, Jesus, and the Time of Restoration
It was precisely during the time of this moral and spiritual chaos
when God determined that the fullness of the times had come. In
the words of Paul (Gal.4:4), it was into this sordid world that God
“sent forth his son, born of a woman, born under the law.” One
might think that the beginning of healing and restoration for such
shameful realities as described above would have been an earthshaking moment, but actually there was little noise made when Jesus arrived. Yes, there was a little trash talk about the young Jewish
girl who was found to be pregnant during her engagement (cf. John
8:41). And yes, the angels did give a fright to some shepherds in the
field on the night in which Jesus was born (cf. Luke 2:8–13). And
yes, there were a few (but only a few) men of note who traveled
some distance to see Jesus (cf. Matt. 2:1–2). But it was far from the
pomp and circumstance one might think would have accompanied
the beginning of the greatest healing and restoration the world has
ever known.
The first thirty years of Jesus’ life were relatively quiet years, at
least as far as the text reveals. Then suddenly, there was the strange,
eccentric prophet who seemingly wandered in from the Judean wilderness wearing garments of camel’s hair and eating locusts and wild
honey. While acknowledging that the dress and customs of the first
century were much different than our own, it must be kindly stated
that even in the first century, this man was “different.” To say the
least, John the Baptist was not at all the herald one might expect to
be sent from heaven to announce the arrival of the King of kings and
Lord of lords. He did not come close to doing the kinds of things one
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might expect to be done in preparation for the arrival of the most
important person who ever walked on the earth (cf. 1 Cor. 1:26–31).
The most noteworthy surprise, however, was that the message of
John the Baptist was absolutely not what was universally expected
among the religious set of that day. While it is quite true that the
Jews were longing for the announcement of the messianic age, it is
also true that their idea of a messiah was one who would come and
deliver them from Roman occupation, Roman taxes, and Roman arrogance. Instead, this strange prophet was declaring the coming of
a Messiah whose arrival had little to say about Roman occupation,
but rather was focused on stern warnings of a coming judgment for
the nation of Israel. Rather than a scathing discourse against the Roman pagans, this herald of the Messiah was demanding that the Jews
needed to repent, to be washed clean in baptism, and to bring forth
fruits worthy of repentance. “He will gather his wheat into the garner, but the chaff he will burn up with…fire” (Matt. 3:12). “The axe
also lieth at the root of the trees: every tree therefore that bringeth
not forth good fruit is hewn down, and cast into the fire” (Luke 3:9).
What kind of kingdom restoration is this?
Announcing the Restoration:
Jesus in the Synagogue in Nazareth
After Jesus’ baptism and temptation in the wilderness, he soon returned to his hometown of Nazareth and went into the synagogue
as was his custom. On this particular day, Jesus stood up and read
to the assembly from the prophet Isaiah (Isa. 61:1ff). One should observe that the most marginal Jew of the first century would have understood that particular Isaiah text to be messianic in nature. What
did this mean? What was this carpenter’s son trying to say? The text
notes (Luke 4:20) that everyone in the synagogue was staring at Jesus
when he sat down. Then the bombshell announcement: “Today has
this scripture been fulfilled in your ears” (Luke 4:21).
The response was immediate. “Who is this man?” Jesus knew
their hearts, and he discerned their unbelief. Understanding that
they wanted to see him perform signs and wonders (no doubt they
had heard of his miracles at Capernaum), Jesus addressed what they
were thinking, if not outwardly saying. They knew him as the boy
who grew up in that town. They knew his family. They reeled at his
audacity in reading the text and announcing its fulfillment, as if he
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was unknown to them and thus could pass himself off as the Messiah. “No prophet is acceptable in his own country” (Luke 4:24).
Jesus then called attention to a couple of events in the lives of two
of the greatest Hebrew non-literary prophets: Elijah and Elisha. During the days of Elijah, there were many widows in Israel who were suffering because of the famine that resulted from three and a half years
of drought—but God sent this Hebrew prophet only to a Gentile widow in Zarephath! During the days of Elisha the prophet, many among
Abraham’s descendants were afflicted with the horrendous disease of
leprosy—but God sent this Hebrew prophet only to Naaman who was
a Gentile, a Syrian, and no doubt an enemy of God’s people!
Looking back at the historical setting, the periods in which Elijah
and Elisha were prophesying were among the driest, darkest periods
of Israel’s history. Apostasy in Israel was in full bloom. The dearth of
true spirituality in Israel, however, would not force God to cease his
providential working in this world. The God who created the heavens and the earth is the God of the Gentiles as well as the Jews, and
he may bless whom he will! On that particular Saturday morning
in Nazareth, the Jews in the synagogue did not miss the audacious
comparison that Jesus was making: Jesus was comparing the present
situation among the Jews to be parallel to the apostate period of Israel during its darkest moments. Furthermore, Jesus was saying that
the pathetic condition of the Jews meant that the Gentiles were more
worthy than they. It was enough to cause a riot, and actually it led to
a mob reaction that culminated in Jesus being taken out of the city
to a cliff from which he might be thrown headlong to his death (Luke
4:28–30). Those Jews in Nazareth who heard the words of Jesus were
furious! This was absolutely not the message they expected to hear
from the one who was supposed to bring seasons of restoration and
refreshing to God’s people (Acts 3:19).
The Text Jesus Read: Isaiah 61 and God’s Jubilee
For all the discussion about the identity of the speaker in Isaiah 61,
it should be noted that Jesus gives the final word and resolution to
the discussion when he boldly declares, “Today hath this scripture
been fulfilled in your ears” (Luke 4:21). In the previous chapter (Isaiah 60), we find a marvelous description of the glory being restored
to Zion! This will be a city of light, capturing the affection and devotion of foreigners, and attaining a zenith of glory unmatched by
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anything previously known or seen in Israel. The key to the glory of
this restored and exalted Zion will be the light of truth that will be
delivered by God’s Servant who will be preaching good tidings to the
poor and release to the captives. In the context of the light of truth,
the healing and liberation being prophesied is spiritual in nature and
it will be a most welcome gift to a hungering and thirsting people
who are crying out for deliverance. It will be, in the language of the
Hebrew law, the jubilee of all jubilees!
It seems clear to most Bible students that Isaiah leans heavily
upon the imagery of the jubilee in his prophetic announcements
about the restoration of God’s kingdom. The details of the jubilee
are found in Leviticus 25, but one might categorically summarize
three major principles of the jubilee: (1) freedom/release from bondage or enslavement, (2) receiving again one’s birthright/land that had
been lost or sold, and (3) pausing for a period of refreshment, reflection and renewal. In God’s scheme of things, Jesus would provide the
perfect spiritual fulfillment of each of these.
God’s people have continually needed the jubilee because God’s
people have continually fallen short of the divine ideal. Beginning
in the Garden of Eden, God’s word pointed man toward righteousness as it revealed God’s way, but man quickly sold his birthright
for the momentary satiation of fleshly desire (Gen. 2–3). Even then,
darkness and despair would not be the ultimate victors here. The
Creator of the world insisted that there was valid reason for hope
for better days to come (Gen. 3:15) when the seed of woman would
make right the things that had gone awry. One would think that the
worldwide judgment in the days of Noah would have ultimately accomplished the restoration of the world to its original and intended
condition, but Noah was scarcely on dry land before defection occurred again (Gen. 9). Abraham was the recipient of great favor from
God as the promises were given to him and to his seed (Gen. 12),
but both he and those who followed after him consistently fell short
of the life to which they had been called. Moses revealed a perfect
law of God to imperfect people, and then Moses himself was denied
entrance to the promised land because of his own spiritual failure
(Num. 20:10–13). As the Israelites entered the land, they were duly
warned concerning the importance of keeping the law of God (Deut.
28–30). Time and again, God’s people failed, and consequently, they
suffered; in their pain they were brought to their knees and on their
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knees they turned back to God, who graciously restored them and
caused them to prosper again.
Inescapable Implications of Restoration
It was quite impossible for the Jews in the synagogue in Nazareth
to hear the words of Isaiah followed by the bold announcement of
Jesus without at once feeling the sting of indictment. After all, if
Jesus is announcing that he has come to them to give sight to the
blind, release to the captives, healing for the broken and bruised,
this means that they are the blind, the captive, the bruised and broken. The announcement is good news only to those who acknowledge their miserable and desperate condition. In fact, this need to
confess failure continued to be a major stumbling block for the Jews
of the first century. The knowledge that the gospel of Jesus Christ is
God’s power unto salvation to all who believe (Rom.1:16) is meaningful only if one sees himself as lost and needing to be saved. The
first requisite of the restoration process is the humble, painful admission of one’s lost condition.
But there is more. To admit that one is lost and needs to be restored is to affirm that there is a defined standard, a truth, a state of
being that exists in marked contrast to man’s lost condition. One of
the obvious fallacies of postmodernism’s rejection of truth is that
this distinction is obliterated and it leaves its proponents with nothing to offer other than what already exists. Contemporary rhetoric
notwithstanding, there’s not much hope and change in that.
Restoration as Defined by Jesus
It would be a serious mistake to assume that the Jews in the Nazareth synagogue were not interested in Isaiah’s promised restoration
or a great jubilee. The problem was that they had their own ideas of
what they expected when this long-awaited jubilee arrived. What
Jesus said and did and offered was perceived as both radical and
threatening to the religious loyalists of his day. Many Jews were eager for someone to show up on the scene who could tweak the religious system that was already in place and fine-tune the paradigms
that provided the foundation for all they understood about relating
to the God of Abraham. Jesus, however, had no interest in perfecting
or restoring a human religious system, but Jesus was quite interested
in restoring people to God.
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In pursuit of this true restoration, Jesus would challenge some
of the most fundamental thinking among the religious zealots of
his day. While conscientious Jews scrupulously washed their hands
and observed countless other humanly devised litmus tests of
righteousness, Jesus boldly affirmed that it was not the outside but
the inside of the platter which most needed to be cleansed. While
the rabbis adjudicated a man’s spiritual purity by measuring him
with hundreds of man-made rules of what could and could not be
touched, Jesus was reaching out and touching lepers and prostitutes
and offering them divine healing. The Pharisees stressed outward
appearance; Jesus emphasized inward reality. The Pharisees obsessed exclusively over the letter of law; Jesus constantly pointed
to the spirit of the law which was, after all, the objective toward
which the letter of the law was aimed. The Pharisees meticulously
avoided those whom they believed to be separated from God; Jesus
sought after those same people to invite them to come back home
to God. The Pharisees demanded outward conformity to their rules;
Jesus demanded something far greater—he demanded one’s life to
be yielded as a living sacrifice to God!
Both Jesus and the Jews saw a world that was a mess, broken,
and badly in need of restoration. Both Jesus and the Jews wanted
to change things. But whereas the Jews were laboring for universal
conformity to their superficial understanding of how righteousness
is defined, Jesus was laboring to turn hearts of men and women
back to God with undying fervor and commitment. The Lord well
understood that such devotion to God was inextricably linked to
the Word of God which reveals the mind and heart and will of God.
There can be no true restoration apart from a working knowledge of
the Word, and Jesus often agonized aloud over the dearth of genuine knowledge and understanding of the scriptures—not because
the knowledge was unavailable, but because minds were closed and
explorations in Scripture were merely exercises to defend beliefs already held (cf. John 5:38–47). Jesus is the Word incarnate (John 1:14),
the embodiment of truth, and the key to true biblical restoration. It
is quite appropriate that he would inaugurate his earthly ministry
with a reading from Isaiah, the great messianic prophet, and then
boldly declare himself to be the Anointed One sent from God to
preach good tidings to the poor, proclaim release to the captives,
give sight to the blind, and give healing to the bruised and broken.
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Restoration is spiritual, and it is about reconnecting man to God
through the only means available to us—the direction given to us
by the living Word of God. “In the beginning was the Word… And
the Word became flesh and dwelt among us... Grace and truth came
through Jesus Christ” (John 1:1, 14, 17). The spiritual restoration
brought into the world by Jesus Christ is not at all the restoration
the Jews were expecting, nor was it actually the restoration they
were desiring. But true restoration is not about what man wants or
expects—it is about what God wants!
There is No New Thing Under the Sun
Sincere followers of Christ today would do well to learn from seekers
of God throughout the centuries. There is no place for chronological
snobbery among the disciples of the Lord. No individual, no group
of people, no single generation should ever deceive themselves into
thinking that they are the first or the only ones to pursue a different approach to worship, service, and devotion to God in response
to a disillusionment with the status quo. Beloved, we are not the
first ones to desire a more meaningful relationship with God; we are
not the first to recognize that God’s Word is not consistently being
followed in its fullness; we are not the first to grow weary of empty
ritualism in collective worship activities; we are not the first to object to the mingling of divine law with man-made doctrines, treating
the latter on par with or greater than the former. In other words, we
are not the first to recognize that we have strayed from the path and
we desperately need a course correction. The world all around us is
shrouded in darkness, our culture spirals downward toward moral
anarchy, and God’s people today sometimes reflect the same cracks
and blemishes as the environment in which we are immersed. So
it has been throughout the ages. No one is denying that. Our souls
thirst for something better! But what is the solution?
Biblical restoration is all about restoring people back to God. Jesus is the way, the truth, and the life (John 14:6). “The Spirit of the
Lord is upon me… He has anointed me… He has sent me… Today
hath this scripture been fulfilled in your ears” (Luke 4:18–21). True
restoration focuses us on Jesus. Jesus focuses us on the Word. Why?
Because the only way we can know Jesus, learn of Jesus, become
like Jesus, and serve Jesus is to embrace what we find in his Word,
his own self-revelation. Apart from a genuine pursuit of God as he
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directs through his Word, religious activity becomes little more
than the selfish stroking of subjective desires and emotions that has
strong appeal to a self-focused, me-first generation.
A Plea for Balance
It seems that a plea for balance is appropriate for the times in which
we live. First of all, Christians should acknowledge that today we are
struggling with some of the same problems that existed among the
Jews of the first century: imperfections, deficiencies, ungodliness,
traditionalism. To deny obvious deficiencies among us or to defend
our traditions as if they were divine doctrinal pillars serves only to
fuel the fires of reactionaries. Let’s be clear about this: we have plenty
of room for improvement!
While the problem of hypocrisy can become a barrier to our
numerical growth, smug satisfaction with our present understanding and practice of truth can stifle our spiritual growth and inadvertently cause some to corrupt our evangelistic plea by changing
its focus. Our restoration plea to the world should never become a
cry for everyone to believe exactly what we believe or to do exactly
what we do. This is not our message. Our evangelistic plea is not
an invitation for others to come and be “just like us.” We are not
the standard! To the contrary, we are subject to error in both our
understanding and our application of truth. Instead, we are calling men and women to come to Jesus Christ. We are pleading with
them to do exactly what the Bible says. There is a world of difference
in those pleas. Whereas my life may yet be plagued with imperfections, Jesus Christ is perfect. Whereas my personal understanding
and application of scripture is still “in process,” I can nevertheless
go forth to the world without hesitation or shame and boldly direct
men and women to the completed, perfect standard of God’s word.
There is a sense in which we should acknowledge that biblical restoration as defined by Jesus is an ongoing need in our lives and must
be repeated in every generation. In view of our deficiencies, we have
plenty of reason to seek something better.
At the same time, however, Christians today who are discouraged with present spiritual realities should be careful as to how
they seek to remedy the problem. Many of the Jews were weary of
what they perceived to be a broken religious system. Their solution, however, was to focus on the imposition of outward, physical
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changes (derived of human wisdom, not divine revelation, cf. Matt.
23:23–28) while the core spiritual problems remained. For example,
writing volumes of rules and regulations which imposed detailed
rabbinical instructions as to what constitutes work on the Sabbath
day does little to address the core spiritual problem of a heart that
refuses to pause and commune with God in sincere devotion. In a
similar vein, changing the seating arrangement from rows of chairs
in theater style to circles of chairs around tables in conference room
style does little to address the core spiritual problem of a heart that
is divided and distracted with the mundane. The size of the loaf or
the volume of liquid in the cup has little to do with whether or not
one spiritually communes with the body and blood of Christ in the
observance of the Lord’s Supper. Cosmetic changes that appeal to
the fickle tastes and desires of today’s generation may generate excitement for the moment, but it also risks the displacement of focus
from God to man and serves to further the erroneous cultural attitude that life is all about me.
True restoration as revealed by Jesus is spiritual in nature. It is
the process of restoring men and women back to a right relationship
with God through Jesus Christ. Jesus must be the focal point of any
serious attempt at biblical restoration. Two thousand years ago in a
synagogue in Nazareth, Jesus affirmed “The Lord has anointed me….”
(Luke 4:22). There is no indication that God has changed his mind.
The great jubilee and final restoration is summed up in Jesus Christ.
Apart from the Son of God, there is no means of restoring someone
to a right relationship with God. Apart from the Word of God, there
is no understanding of how God determined that this relationship
would be restored. Jesus defines true restoration and offers himself
as the means by which that restoration is accomplished.
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